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FINDING WARMTH    IN THE CHILL

GEOGRAPHY

Climate isn’t necessarily the deciding 
factor when it comes to warmth among 
people—and you may well receive more 
than the proverbial necklace of flowers on 
your visit to the Faroe Islands, as more and 
more people discover.

By Matthew Workman
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Then he shook my hand, told me his 
name, and left the hall with his luggage.

Not quite a necklace of flowers, to 
be sure, but this short moment in the air-
port was already not fitting into the tem-
plate forged by countless travel writers.

REMAINING FRIENDS

Of course, this could have been an iso-
lated incident. Every country has their 
outliers. But the next day, I’m at the G! 
Festival, three amazing days of music 
that take place in Gøta each July. A 

friend I recently met pointed out a tall 
person standing outside a building.

“That guy is one of the best musi-
cians in this country. He used to be in 
this rock band, but now he’s working on 
something else and nobody has heard 
it yet.”

“That guy” turned out to be Marius, 
and he is, indeed, one of the best musi-
cians in the country. A few minutes after 
he was pointed out to me, Marius walked 
up and said, “You are the American jour-
nalist who is in town?”

I said that I was, then he continued.
“I have been working on some new 

songs. Would you like to come to my 
rehearsal space and hear them?”

I said “yes” and before I could ask, 
he added, “And you can record them for 
your show.”

Two days later, I was at Marius’ 
rehearsal space listening to some gor-
geous music. Some of these songs would 
go on to be hits on Faroese radio and 
performed at concerts around the world. 
But in this 

IF YOU READ enough articles about 
the Faroe Islands, you’re going to run 
across a sentence like this eventually. 

“These spectacularly beautiful, cold, 
windswept islands are home to an austere 
people who, despite their brusque exteriors, 
can display genuine kindness when given 
enough time.”

It’s a common trope, I guess, to compare 
people to the weather of their home country. 
In this line of thinking, people from cold 
climates have cold personalities. Conversely, 
people from warmer places (think: Carib-
bean islands, Hawaii, etc.) are depicted as 
being more friendly and open. It doesn’t hurt 
that many of the people I’ve met in warm 
countries have been quite nice, and back in 
the 1970s, a woman in a grass skirt would 
put a flower lei around your neck when you 
landed in Hawaii.

So, with my head filled with this sort 

of writing, I was prepared for what awaited 
when I landed in the Faroes for the first time. 
I stepped out of the plane and took in that 
first, brisk hit of air that seemed to contain 
twice as much oxygen as I was used to. As 
I walked into the airport, I knew I would 
be on my own as I wandered among these 
solemn, reserved people.

Well, maybe.
The first sign that I might be work-

ing with inaccurate information came very 
quickly, at baggage claim, actually. As I 
waited for the conveyor to start, a Faroese 
person figured I was a first time visitor and 
spoke to me.

“You are in the Faroes for the first time?” 
he asked in flawless English.

“Yeah,” I replied, “I’m here to record 
stories for a podcast I do.”

“You will love this place. There are many 
interesting characters to meet.”

COUNTRY MUSIC has been highly popu-
lar in the Faroe Islands ever since the late 
1950s and early 1960s, but the emerging 
Faroese country music scene is a fairly new 
phenomenon. Sure, there were the occasional 
recordings and some live performances al-
ready throughout the 1970s and 1980s; but 
then when Faroese country artists started to 
collaborate with producers and session musi-
cians in Nashville, Tennessee, things took off 
to a new level. Much of this development has 
been accredited to multi-talented guitarist, 

composer and producer Jákup Zachariassen, 
who has proved indispensable for countless 
music projects in the Faroe Islands for de-
cades. 

Notably, Zachariassen has worked 
closely with his American friend, music di-
rector and composer Edgar Struble, whose 
career in music production and television was 
launched through a 15-year engagement as 
music director for Kenny Rogers.

“In 1989,” Struble noted on the occa-
sion of a trip he made in 2009 with a group 

THE NASHVILLE CONNECTION

(Continued on page 28)

of friends and colleagues to the Faroe 
Islands, “I got a call from a guy with 
a distinct European accent, who said 
his name was ‘Jacob,’ and he wanted to 
produce a country album in Nashville, 
using real Nashville session musicians. 
He asked if I would help him put that 
together, and of course, I said yes!”

For the past decade and a half, Stru-
ble has been music director and compos-
er for the annual Academy of Country 
Music Awards, and is embarking on his 
twelfth year in the same capacity for the 
American Music Awards.

Struble—who in 2010 wrote the ac-
claimed guide ‘Working in the Music 

Industry’—added: “That phone call was 
the beginning of a twenty-year friend-
ship and business association with Jákup 
Zachariassen, and a chance to meet and 
work with some of the most talented and 
nicest people on the planet—all from the 
Faroe Islands. In 1989, I had never even 
heard of the Faroe Islands—most folks 
from the USA are not aware they exist.”

The rest is history. Zachariassen 
and Struble continue to collaborate as 
more Faroese music artists work together 
with professionals in Nashville and Los 
Angeles. 

One of the best known Faroese 
country artists of today, Hallur, has re-

corded five albums since 2008 together 
with Zachariassen, the fourth one—
‘Hallur with Stars and Legends’ (2013)—
featuring the likes of Kris Kristofferson, 
the Bellamy Brothers, Charlie Pride and 
Dawn Sears.

Jákup Zachariassen, left, with 
Edgar Struble in Los Angeles.

Sightseeing with Birgir Enni  
on board the Norðlýsið;
Sunset viewed from Nes, 
Eysturoy (opposite).

Hallur performing live  
with the Bellamy Brothers.
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moment, it was a smaller, more personal 
thing. It was a musician sharing his new 
creation with a stranger. As gestures go, 
that’s pretty warm.

This was not an isolated incident. 
At that same festival, I was approached 
by another man who said, “You are that 
American journalist who is in town?” (A 
lot of conversations started this way.)

When I said I was, he asked where 
I was staying for Ólavsøka. Ólavsøka is 
a two-day celebration that takes place 
in Tórshavn at the end of July. People 
gather in the capitol and dress in national 
costume and socialize with people they 
may not have seen since the last Ólavsø-
ka. There’s lots of music, some dancing, 
and many roads in the center of town are 
closed for the festivities. 

I told him I was staying out in 
Hoyvík, which is on the outskirts of 
Torshavn.

“That is too far away for Ólavsøka. 
I live closer to the center of town and I 
have an extra room. Here is my phone 

number. You will call me on Wednesday 
night and I will pick you up.”

So I called him on Wednesday 
night and he did, indeed, pick me up 
and I was a guest in his home for three 
nights. We remain friends to this day.

‘ONE OF MY FAVORITE’

I’m not the only person having experi-
ences like this in the Faroes and finding 
warmth amongst the Faroese. 

Edgar Struble is a music producer 
from Nashville, Tennessee. For years, he 
produced albums for many of the Faroe 
Islands top country music artists. And 
yes, the Faroes have a surprisingly robust 
country music scene. 

After years of producing these Faro-
ese artists, a concert was held in Struble’s 
honor and he brought his family over 
for the event. While Edgar was prepar-
ing for the show, his kids were making 
friends, and two teenaged daughters 
even went to school with someone they 
met.

When it was time to leave, they 
went back to the school.

“The whole school came out to give 
them hugs, and the teachers were openly 
weeping as my kids were saying good-
bye,” Struble said. “These are people with 
true hearts. It touched our lives.”

“My kids did not want to leave,” 
Struble continued. “My wife and I didn’t 
really cry, but there were some tears in 
our eyes when we left. It was a magi-
cal place. My family was excited about 
having an adventure. This was a big ad-
venture for them. But what they found, 
in addition to the wonderful adventure 
they had, was genuine love and care and 
concern, and acceptance of them, uncon-
ditionally. When we really got to know 
people, it was if we had known some of 
these people for many, many years.”

Many others have told me stories of 
walking down the street in a Faroese vil-
lage and striking up a conversation with 
a stranger, and then having dinner at 
that person’s house later that night. One 
woman named Jennifer Henke showed 
up in the Faroes to see if she could find 
any long lost relatives. Within 24 hours 
of her arrival and without her knowing 
anyone in the country before she came, 
an impromptu family reunion with doz-
ens of people had been organized. 

(Before she passed away in 2014, 
Henke told the full story of her trip to 
the Faroes in a book, “The Missing Son: 
A Faroe Island Saga.” It’s still available 
on Amazon and comes highly recom-
mended.)

Since my first visit to the Faroes, 
I’ve been back many times. And each 
time, I see more and more of the warmth 
travel writers think only exists in tropical 
climates. On my last visit, I was sitting 
on a bench talking to a friend about re-
search he’s doing for his master’s thesis. 
When he was done, I said, “I think you’re 
one of my favorite people in the Faroe 
Islands.”

His reply, “I think you’re one of my 
favorite people.”

I’ll take moments like that over a 
flower necklace any day.

THE WHEELS tend to turn slowly 
when it comes to foreign trade rela-

tions, and forging trade agreements with 
foreign governments or trade blocs can 
be a long process. The Faroese, however, 
need to push for more trade agreements 
as the existing ones are rather insuffi-
cient, according to Marita Rasmussen, 
of the House of Industry.

“The Faroe Islands has to work hard 
to sign new trade agreements with coun-
tries and blocs,” she said. “We under-
stand there are ongoing efforts toward 
bringing the existing free trade agree-
ment between the Faroes and the EU in 
line with today’s realities in the seafood 
industry. This is very positive and we 
await the result; but we need to reach 
out to many more countries.” 

Meanwhile, a free trade agreement 
with Turkey, signed in late 2014 and rati-
fied this spring (2016) by the Faroese, 
is pending ratification of the Turkish 
Parliament.

Many exporters in the Faroe Islands 
view the current Free Trade Agreement 
with the EU, originally signed in 1997 

and amended in 1999, as inadequate in 
some key aspects. Under its framework, 
value-added seafoods from the Faroe 
Islands—with the exception of, notably, 
farmed salmon and saltfish products—
are subject to high customs tariffs, effec-
tively blocking exports of such products 
to EU member states. 

Disputes over fishing rights a few 
years ago had their toll on trade relations 

following the EU’s year-long boycott of 
commercially important Faroese fish 
products, forcing the Faroese to look 
for alternative markets. 

As a result, high volumes of frozen 
pelagic fish from the Faroe Islands have 
found their way to other markets with 
Russia, measured by country, becoming 
by far the largest. 

“Trade between the Faroe Islands 
and the Russian Federation has in-
creased significantly in the last couple 
of years,” Ms. Rasmussen said. 

“The Faroese seafood industry, how-
ever, is hoping to see negotiations started 
sooner rather than later on a Free Trade 
Agreement with the whole Eurasian 
Economic Union, which includes Rus-
sia, Belarus, Armenia, Kazakhstan, and 
Kyrgyzstan.” 

Exports to other countries have also 
increased markedly.

“We note that initial steps are being 
made to further develop trade relations 
with the US and other countries, notably 
in South America and in Asia, and we 
strongly encourage these processes.”

House of Industry 
Vinnuhúsið, Óðinshædd 7,  
PO Box 1038, FO-110 Tórshavn

www.vinnuhusid.fo 
industry@industry.fo 
Tel.: +298 309900 
Fax: +298 309901

Managing Director: Marita Rasmussen 
(Faroese Employers’ Association)

The House of Industry is the 
community of employers and business 
associations in the Faroe Islands. 

Member organizations include,  
amongst others:  
• Faroese Employers’ Association 
• Fish Processors’ Association 
• Faroese Fish Farmers  
• Faroe Oil Industries Assn. 
• Merchant Shipping Association

TRADE: LOOKING FOR NEW DEALS
According to the House of Industry, Faroese exporters hope for a refined and extended free trade agreement with the 
European Union as the nature of Faroese exports has changed significantly in result of growth in pelagic fisheries.

Loading and unloading container vessels in Tórshavn; Maria Rasmussen (below).

Faroese singer-songwirter  
Marius Ziska performing live.
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