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Loftur Jonsson: A Mormon
Icelandic Pillar of Strength

Fred E. Woods and Kari Bjarnason

Loftur Jonsson (Loftur Jonsson) was born in Butra, Teigur in Fljotshlio,
Rangérvallasysla, on July 20, 1814, from a lineage of devout Lutherans. His
parents were Jon Arnason (Jon Arnason) and Thorgerdur Loftsdottir (Porg-
erdur Loftsdottir). By 1836, Loftur and his brother Arni (Arni) were employed
in Vestmannaeyjar in the fishing trade.' Loftur prospered in his work and
eventually is said to have become the owner of a fishing boat called Goldfalls
(Gullfoss).* During this time, he also hired himself out to take care of the
estate of a local widow named Gudrun Hallsdottir (Guorun Hallsdoéttir), whose
husband, Jon Oddsson (Jon Oddsson), had drowned in a fishing accident on
March 5, 1834.° Loftur proved to be of great value to Gudrun, but Loftur later
decided he wanted to devote himself solely to the fishing industry. According
to family tradition, when he informed Gudrun of his plans, she, though two
decades his senior, proposed marriage wherein he would receive half of the
estate. Loftur found the offer a great temptation due to the daily struggles of
making a living, and he subsequently consented to marriage on October 27,
1836.
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Map showing the location of Vestmannaeyjar, Iceland.

Loftur Jonsson (Loftur Jonsson) and his first wife
Gudrun Hallsdottir (Gudran Hallsdottir), circa 1865.
Photograph courtesy Ralph Holding.
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Gudrun had two children at this time from a previous marriage: a
seven-year-old son named John (Jon), and an eleven-year-old daughter
named Gudrun (Gudrn), who went by Gunna.’ During the time Loftur was
in Vestmannaeyjar, he also learned the skills of blacksmithing and carpentry
work. However, he was especially known for his excellent work as a seaman
in the fishing trade, and he once saved the life of a boat load of fishermen,
thanks to his good judgment as the captain of the vessel. Loftur’s sound judg-
ment and advice were soon recognized, and he became a “pillar of strength”
to Vestmannaeyjar’s island community, which brought opportunities to serve
locally in influential positions.®

In 1851, Loftur’s life would change dramatically when he encountered
Mormonism. During the spring of that year, two Icelanders, Gudmundur
Gudmundsson (Gudmundur Gudmundsson)’ and Thorarinn Haflidason
(Porarinn Haflidason),® had embraced the Latter-day Saint faith in Copenha-
gen while attending trade school there. In the spring, they were sent by Elder
Erastus Snow to Vestmannaeyjar to preach the restored gospel to their native
people.’ The young men began to preach the gospel on this small island off
the southern coast of Reykjavik, but just before their arrival, the local press
published negative reports about the Mormons, and the Lutheran priest!'’
warned the people not to listen to these missionaries, who were referred to as
“false prophets, who had come to deceive their countrymen.”!!

Apparently there had been a threat to turn Gudmundur over to the law, as
indicated in the following letter he wrote to the governor of Iceland, Jorgen
S. Trampe:

I want, of simpleness of heart to explain for your honor, as the highest authority
over the people, my spiritual feelings, by making you aware of the effort now which
is taken against my religious teaching, against not only me but also Almighty God and
his Son’s Law, and those Lutheran religious teachings which are built upon the Bible
and not upon the teachings of man.

I know that I am detestable in the eyes of the world so I now offer only my
testimony, believing rather that each and every one of the true believers would find
the power to ask God, with a humble heart, to teach them of the truth, such spiritual
seriousness being necessary, and would soften all, though they literally observe those
holy writings which give salvation to each human who seeks God with a humble heart
and is the way intended for both small and great.

And you would do well, O Great Leader, to consider that this is not from me
only, but of thy God and because of the truth. I trust in thy high calling to adopt not
a course of evil, as I point out, O learned ones, and presume to allow my feelings to
come to light, which are without objection according to the will of God. May God
work a holy work through you."

Just four days later, Vestmannaeyjar district sheriff J. N. Abel'® wrote
a letter to Governor Jorgen S. Trampe, dated June 3, 1851, in which Abel
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discussed the inherent dangers to the region posed by the arrival of the
Mormon faith and mentioned Gudmundur, about whom the sheriff seemed
to be uneasy because of Gudmundur’s intelligence, eloquence, and character.
The sheriff’s letter breathes a spirit of concern over the Latter-day Saints’
presence:

It is disturbing to know that this unholy teaching, in their book of epistles has gained
a solid hold much more quickly than was expected. . . . A goldsmith journeyman,
Gudmundur Gudmundsson, came here 12 of last month [May] and even though he
has not, because of his poverty, brought with him his faith’s dogma translated into
Icelandic, otherwise I would have taken measures to lay hold upon the information.
He was worked diligently and received a good following. The result is such that a
certain poor man and his wife were rebaptized in the night between 26" and 27"
last month [May]."* Others who were preparing to be re-baptized were present at the
ceremony and among them Loftur Jonsson, the deacon or parish clerk, mediator and
member of parliament. . . . I want to now ask you, in your high office—your honor—
whether I ought to release him from the board of conciliation and replace him.'

Abel had already been instrumental in making arrangements for such a
release, as evidenced in a letter written to Loftur on May 28, 1851. When the
National Assembly commenced on July 5, 1851, this letter was handed to the
president regarding why Vestmannaeyjar farmer Loftur Jonsson was absent
from the meeting. The president read the letter, addressed to Loftur, before the
Assembly, which in part said:

Because we have evidence to prove, that you have supported the spreading of
Mormonism here in the island, and because we do not wish to give our vote to a
man that will not confess the recognized religion, we hereby revoke with this letter
dated the 24™ of May last year [1850] your position of being the representative of the
Vestmannaeyjar Islands, effective immediately. . . . This we wish to make you aware
of, so that you will not have to trouble you or spend any efforts to attend the National
Assembly of Icelanders, which is to be held the 4" of July in Reykjavik.'¢

Notwithstanding the stiff opposition by Sheriff Abel, civic leaders, the
local Lutheran priests, and the press, Loftur courageously embraced the
Mormon faith and was baptized the same day Abel wrote his letter to
Governor Trampe.!” A couple of years later Loftur became the branch presi-
dent in Vestmannaeyjar, replacing Gudmundur Gudmundsson, who had been
living with Loftur.'® In 1857, Loftur left Iceland with his wife Gudrun; as well
as his step-daughter Gunna; his step-son, Jon; and Anna, who later became
Jon’s wife.

Magnus Bjarnason (Magnus Bjarnason), one of the Icelandic converts
who departed with Loftur and his family, wrote the following concerning their
voyage:
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We were in 1857 eleven “Mormons” on the island (Westman) and we all secured
passage on the schooner “Adolfina” and sailed for England June 7, 1857. After a
voyage of three weeks we arrived in Liverpool, England, where we remained another
three weeks, but on the 18th of July, 1857, we sailed from Liverpool, by freight ship
“Wyoming” and after spending seven weeks on the Atlantic Ocean, we arrived at
Philadelphia, U.S. America, whence we traveled by railroad to St. Louis, Missouri.
After spending three days in the city, we boarded a river steamer and sailed up the
Mississippi River to Burlington, Iowa, whence we traveled fifty miles inland to the
little town of Fairfield, now (1926) in Jefferson County, lowa, where we lived one and
a half years, during which we made preparations to journey to Utah. We left Fairfield
May 16, 1859, and arrived in Salt Lake City, August 29, 1859. We spent about three
months in the city, after which we moved to Spanish Fork, Utah County, where we
became permanent settlers."

It appears that while most of the small group of Icelanders went to
Fairfield, Iowa, for employment, Loftur’s advanced skills of carpentry
allowed him to remain with his family in St. Louis before joining the other
Icelanders in a pioneer company in 1859. Dena Bowen, grand-niece of Loftur,
wrote, “They were delayed in St. Louis. Lofter [Loftur] . . . very soon . . . was
employed as a carpenter.”” Work was plentiful; never in his life had he been
paid such wages. . . . They remained in St. Louis?' for two years, preparing
themselves as best they could for their long trek westward. They were placed
in the company of Captain Brown and started for Utah.”?

This Mormon pioneer outfit was a company of 353 people and fifty-nine
wagons led by Captain James S. Brown, who was thirty years-old at the time.
Concerning his company, Brown noted that along with Americans gathered
from various regions, they also had quite an international assortment: “On
June 13th, 1859, the company set out for Salt Lake City, Utah. There were
nine different nationalities of people represented, namely, English, Irish,
Scotch, Welsh, Danish, Swedish, Norwegians and Icelanders. . . . Many of
them had never driven an ox one mile in their lives, and the result was almost
like herding a train on the plains.”?

Although Captain Brown explains that “the company did not have any
serious mishaps,” he did record that the company encountered a group of
150 hungry Sioux warriors who were on the war path. After receiving food
and subsequently being diverted by a small herd of buffalo, the Sioux did
not harm to the Mormon pioneers.* Finally, upon reaching Union Square,
Salt Lake City on August 29, 1859, they received a warm welcome from
several Mormon apostles®® and soon migrated south to Spanish Fork to join
their fellow Icelandic Saints.

Over the next decade, Loftur wrote at least five letters back to his dear
friend Pall Sigurdsson (Pall Sigurdsson), commencing in 1862 while the
American Civil War was ongoing. “Once more I take the pen in my hand to
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let you, my noble countrymen, who desire to know of me, know how I or we
are doing here in the Salt Sea Valleys. We are doing very well. We live here
peacefully and quietly while others here in America . . . kill and destroy one
another. We rejoice in the redeeming gospel, which we have received.”?

Loftur also writes candidly, though optimistically, about the transition
into a new country and gives details concerning provisions, his carpentry
work, and the wages he was receiving in comparison to those of his native
homeland:

When I came to this place, where I am now, I had spent all my money I had for
myself and other poor folk who could not get here on their own accord, but I hope God
will give me life and health, that there may not be many years until I have regained
all such and maybe more, because I make my own bread in my own land and make
there besides 2 to 3 dollars during the day building things for others. One dollar is
worth about 11 marks, 7 schillings. These would be considered a good days wages
in our land. If the truth be told, food is more expensive here, but the quality is also
much better.”’

Three years later in another letter to Pall, Loftur told of the end of the
Civil War and the assassination of President Lincoln. “Now they are saying
that the long and bloody war between the north and south places is over, . . .
[but] a man walked in on president Lincoln, where he sat in a chair, and shot
him with a pistol right in the head.” In this same letter Loftur wrote of the
prosperity of his native countrymen, notwithstanding his concern for restless
local Native Americans in the Spanish Fork, Utah, region:

All of the Icelanders live in this little town, all of good health, and prosper both
spiritually and temporally. . . . The wild Indians are rather restless at this time, which
has led to them stealing cattle so we sought to retrieve it from them, which did not go
well, a few of the men, both white and Indian, were killed. But even though they are
bad, the Indians, one never needs to fear them in the cities, because there they do not
usually come when they are restless.

On Christmas day 1869, Loftur again wrote his Icelandic friend,
confessing his loneliness; his wife had passed away two months earlier. His
letter also discloses his desire for companionship with a native Icelander:

[ am a widower now. My wife died October 16™, 75 years old, and I have missed
her very much despite her age. . . . I wish now that one woman from Iceland was
here with me to take her place and dispel my sorrow, for though there be many girls
and unmarried women, I find they do not suit me as well as one from my fatherland,
because I feel more love for them than I do the inhabitants of any other nation. But
this feeling will not desist unless I go myself to get one, and perhaps they will fear
my faith and I would have to return again empty handed, and such a trip would be
expensive to risk.”
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Magnus Bjarnason (Magnus Bjarnason), an

early Icelandic LDS convert, immigrated to

Utahin 1857.1In 1873, he and Loftur Jonsson

(Loftur Jonsson) returned as missionaries to

their native homeland. Photograph courtesy
of the Icelandic Association of Utah.

Several years later an opportunity to bring another Icelandic wife
from his native homeland occurred when he returned to Iceland in 1873 to
serve a mission with his companion Magnus Bjarnason. They were the first
Icelanders to immigrate to Utah and return as missionaries to their native
homeland.*® Magnus wrote the following concerning their call, journey to
Iceland and initial opposition once they reached their country:

At a general conference of the Church held in Salt Lake City, in April, 1873,
Elder Loftur Johnson and I were called on missions to Iceland. We left Salt Lake City
May 7, 1873, arrived in New York on the 12th, boarded the steamship “Nevada” on
the 14th, arrived in Liverpool, England, on the 25th and the following day traveled
by railroad to Hull. There we boarded the steamship “Zebra” on the 27th, arrived in
Hamburg on the 29th, thence traveled by railroad to Kiel, and by steamship to Korsor,
Denmark, and thence by rail to Copenhagen, were we arrived May 30, 1873. We spent
five weeks in Copenhagen waiting for an opportunity to go to Iceland and we left
Copenhagen per steamship “Diana” July 7th, arrived in Granton, Scotland, on the
10th, reached the Faeroe Islands on the 13th and arrived on Westman Island on the
17th.

Almost immediately after our arrival, we commenced to converse with our
former neighbors and acquaintances about the Gospel; but soon the Lutheran clergy
began to oppose us. One of these denounced the missionaries from his pulpit and
subsequently petitioned the district judge to undertake an investigation as to where
the Elders had visited people in their houses for the purpose of teaching the principles
of ‘Mormonism’.
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In September, 1873, we went to the main island, where we spent six weeks,
after which we returned to Westman, believing that we could do better on the island
than on the mainland, where traveling was very difficult on account of bad roads and
the extreme cold weather. As soon as we had returned to Westman, we renewed our
efforts in spreading the Gospel, and a number were willing to hear us. The news of our
propaganda, however, soon excited the Lutheran priest’', who demanded judgment
against us. We were called into court three times, but after being submitted to a rigid
examination we were again set at liberty.*?

The following court minutes have been preserved in their entirety for
the dates of December 8 and 11, 1873. Having never been published, the
transcription provides a window into Mormon history hitherto unknown:

Monday, 8" of December at 12 the extra court in the sheriff’s office held by the
sheriff of Vestmannaeyjar, M.M.L. Aagaard with witnesses [Phorsteinn Jonsson and
G. Bjarnesen] to investigate because it had been announced to the sheriff that two
Mormons who arrived here in the island last summer wanted to try to lead people to
their faith.

For the court the first attendant is Magnus Bjarnason from Utah who is reminded
to tell the truth and tells his story thus: “I arrived this summer with Loftur Jonsson and
we had been sent to teach and spread the Mormon faith. Even though I met with some
people I have not started talking about religion unless the discussion led that way and
I'had been asked about it, and then I have told those people I have been talking to, that
if they wished to know more about our religion, I could lend them a few books, that
I had, but I have not gone to people for the purpose of talking about religion, and it
has not been my purpose to spread my religion to others than those who asked for it.
I think that nobody has taken the Mormon faith here in the island [after] being taught
by me.” The court then read his statement back and he agreed.

The next witness in the court was Loftur Jonsson from Utah, who is reminded to
tell the truth and tells his story thus: “I came here this summer with Magnus Bjarnason
and we were sent to teach and spread the Mormon faith, I have for that purpose often
visited people in the island [Vestmannaeyjar] to discuss religion with them and have
offered to them papers and pamphlets on Mormonism to read for their enlightenment;
nobody as far as I know has taken the faith here. We have never had an official
congregation or a service since we arrived here.” The court then read his statement
back and he agreed.

The next witness in the court was a workhand Magnus Kristjansson from
Oddstadir who is reminded to tell the truth and tells his story thus: “He denies; that
the Mormons had started talking to him about religion or offered to lend him Mormon
literature, but I have often myself started talking to the Mormons about their religion.”
The court then read his statement back and he agreed.

Then to the court stood ‘tdmthusmadur’ Runolfr [sic] Rundlfsson from Kastali
here in the island, who is severely reminded to tell the truth and tells his story thus:
“Both of these Mormons [Magnus and Loftur] have often come to me and sometimes
especially at the first talked to me about their religion and offered to lend me Mormon
literature without me first asking about it, but later I asked them to lend me more,
they have neither forced me or tried to convince me to take their faith. They first
talking about their religion to me, after I had asked them about how things were in
America[,] about the landscape and customs, but I don’t know whether they came to
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me for this purpose to teach me their faith.” The court then read his statement back
and he agreed.

The next witness in the court was Gudmundur Sigmundsson from Bakkageroi
who is reminded to tell the truth and tells his story thus: “Magnus Bjarnason has once
come to me without mentioning the Mormon faith and Loftur has come [end of p. 70]
a few times to me, without ever talking about religion. Once he came to me with three
printed sheets in Danish and asked me, whether I understood the Danish, and I didn’t
say much about that, and then he left these pamphlets with me and I had them for two
weeks and read them over. I don’t think that he came to me for the purpose to convert
to Mormonism, and I still have not converted.” The court then read his statement back
and he agreed.

Next for the court is Sigurdur Sigurfinnsson a workhand with borgerdur
Gisladottir from Gardar, who is reminded to tell the truth and tells his story thus:
“Magnus Bjarnason and Loftur have both come to us, because we have asked them
to come, and religion was discussed among other things without the two of them
talking about their religion, and they have not compelled us to take their religion. I
asked Loftur to lend me some papers to read and he did. Neither of us has taken the
Mormon faith. The court then read his statement back and he agreed.

borgerdur Gisladottir who had been subpoenaed in this court case could not at-
tend due to bad weather. Court is closed. . . .

Year 1873 Thursday the 11" of December 12 o’clock the extra court was
convened in the sheriff’s office held by the sheriff of Vestmannaeyjar, M.M.L.
Aagaard with witnesses [Porsteinn Jonsson and J. Monsson] in order to keep
investigating the efforts of Loftur Jonsson and Magnus Bjarnason to make people
convert to the Mormon faith. And now for the court arrived the cooper craftsman
Sveinn bordarson from Lond here in the island, who is reminded to tell the truth and
tells his story thus after being asked by the judge: “Loftur Jonsson never has spoken
to me about religion since he arrived here; Magnus Bjarnason who lives with me has
offered to me Mormon books or pamphlets to read and I have understood from his
words that he would not be sad if I took to his religion, but he has never compelled
me to take the religion and never has exactly offered me any teachings regarding it,
and [ myself have not take[n] to the Mormon faith.” The court then read his statement
back and he agreed.

The next witness in the court was Magnus Bjarnason from Utah, after the last
testimony had been read to him he says that he actually offered Sveinn some books,
but he cannot remember, whether Sveinn has asked for them, furthermore that he
would not have felt bad had Sveinn taken to his faith but he never compelled him in
that direction, but wished for himself to try what was most true and most right. The
court then read his statement back and he agreed.

Next to the court were Runolfr [sic] Rundlfsson from Kastali, Sigurdur
Sigurfinnsson from Gardar and Sveinn Pordarson cooper from Lond and after their
testimony had been read to them aloud they confirmed it legally by oath. It has to be
mentioned, that the witness Gudmundur Ogmundsson attended today for the court so
heavily intoxicated that the judge did not see fit for him to take the oath. The witness
Magnus Kristjansson did not attend due to illness. After hearing the testimonies read
out loud Loftur Jonsson and Magnus Bjarnason stated that they had nothing further to
say concerning this matter, but kept to their own statements, that they had previously
given. Read out loud and acknowledged.?
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Although no verdict is recorded, it is apparent from the above statement
by Magnus Bjarnason that he and Loftur were simply “set at liberty.”

One of their converts, Einar Erickson (Einar Eiriksson), recorded that
these missionaries appeared in court on three separate occasions, and that
“after considerable suffering, exposure to cold weather and persecution,
Elders Johnson and Bjarnason baptized nine persons on Westman Island,
among them was myself, who having been apprised of their coming by dreams
and visions was ready to receive the message.”** Einar also mentioned that he
had invited these Mormon missionaries into his home, “with the intention to
prove that their religion was false.” Yet he adds, “I failed to do so but to my
surprise they proved to me that I did not have true religion as [a] Lutheran.”
Einar further relates that a branch was organized at Vestmannaeyjar with eight
members and that he was selected to be the president of the branch.?

Two members of this Vestmannaeyjar Branch, organized May 27, 1874,
were Magnus Kristjansson (Magnus Kristjansson) and Thuridur Sigurdardot-
tir (Puridur Sigurdardoéttir), who were married this same day by Loftur, this
being the first civil marriage performed in Iceland.*

Magnus Bjarnason also summarized their missionary work completed in
1874:

In the spring of 1874 we baptized 8 persons, ordained Einar Johnson (Einar
Jonsson) and Einar Eirikson Elders and organized a branch of the Church. We sailed
from the island May 29, 1874, on board the ship “Hermine,” accompanied by 11
persons who were all baptized after we arrived in Utah. We reached England June 10,
1874, thence sailed per steamship “Nevada” for New York, where we arrived June
21st; thence we continued the journey by railroad to Salt Lake City, Utah, where we
arrived July 2nd and returned to our homes in Spanish Fork the following day, July
3, 1874.%

One of the passengers was an Icelandic woman whom Loftur converted
named Halldora Arnadottir (Halldora Arnadottir), whom he apparently
married while he was still on his mission, before bringing her back with him
to Utah.’® An entry in the history of the Iceland Mission acknowledges the
completion of Magnus Bjarnason and Loftur’s fourteen-month mission: “At
4:30 o’clock p.m. Magnus Bjarnason of Spanish Fork called and reported
that he had returned from a mission to Iceland on July 2, 1874.” The history
also states that these Icelandic missionaries from Utah “visited from house
to house in Iceland, where seven or eight persons had been baptized and
established a branch of the Church on Westman Island.”

Unfortunately, the same year these missionaries returned from Iceland
(1874), Loftur died suddenly in an accident. According to one family record:
“Loftur hooked up his mules and went to his field in Palmyra. Something went
wrong with the neck-yoke. He got out to fix it and as he stepped in front of
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the mules, they became frightened and bounded forward. He fell and was run
over with the wagon.”*

Although Loftur Jonsson’s life was cut short by this mishap, he
accomplished much during his life span of seventy years. As a young man, he
was not only a skilled blacksmith, carpenter, and seaman, he was also selected
to serve as a member of Iceland’s National parliament, although he was not
allowed to attend the Assembly because of his conversion to the Mormon
faith. Further, he was one of the first two Icelandic missionaries to return
from Utah to his native homeland. While there he not only converted several
people, including his second wife, Halldora Arnadottir, he also performed the
first civil marriage in Iceland. Though Halldora and Loftur enjoyed only a
few months of marriage in Utah before his sudden death a year and a half later
she was sealed to Loftur in the Salt Lake City Endowment House on the same
day that she married a fellow Icelander for time.*! Loftur’s example of hard
work and enduring faith have left a legacy for both his family and his fellow
Icelandic Saints.
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