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One of the largest glaciers in Europe reigns in the Icelandic Highlands. Here, winter weather conditions are obviously poorer in
comparison to those in the lowlands: during our descent from the
hills, all that’s left of the gale is rain, while the wind speed also
rapidly declines. No wonder that during the cold season horse pastures are transferred to plains and coasts.
The tongue of the magnificent Vatanjökull glacier stretches towards the ocean at the south-eastern shore.

During summer, the horses willingly return to the hillsides – this helps them to strengthen their legs, what’s
more, the sense of space adds to the development of their character. These days, herding at the foot of the hills
is increasingly becoming limited due to soil erosion caused by horses.
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A strange sound approaches us from afar, like the insistent tapping of hammer
on ice.
As we listen, rapt, all at once we are faced by the
image of a man on a horse, and as he passes by we
find our eyes fixed on a peculiar sight. The gait of
the horse is unlike any we have ever seen. If this was
a trot, it was unlike any trot we knew of. Shortly
after, we come across a band of horses being led by
a quad ¬– which the beasts obediently follow. It becomes clear that we are approaching the Icelandic
stables. We are surprised, soon after, to learn that it
is training on ice that is used to perfect the animal’s
gait, and even more surprised when we discover
that local horsemen mount their horses from both
sides. As one of the horsemen mounts his horse
from its left side (usual for us), his friend smiles:
“We are not influenced by your old military riding
schools, we never carried swords so nothing held us
back from mounting a horse from its right side...”
This he soon demonstrates by deftly mounting
one of the short shaggy creatures from the right...
As we busied ourselves trying to reconcile the origins
of this strange gait with the smooth hammering of
the horse’s hooves, the local horse trainer Helle Laks
lightened our load by giving us an exhaustive explanation of the diversity of gaits on show from local horses, comparing them jokingly to the gearbox of a car.
The first and most well-known type of
gait is the walk. The second gait is known as the trot:
where the legs of the horse move diagonally in sync
and the speed of the horse is pretty slow. The canter,
the third gait, is a type of gallop. Meanwhile, it is the
tölt and the pace that are the gaits unique to the Icelandic Horse. The tölt is a four-beat gait, where the
sequence movement of ffeets is the same as in the
walk but each footfall ground separatly. This gait is
very comfortable for the rider as the horse’s back remains level, and is therefore the least jolting. In the
course of its history, the tölt gait has undergone various phases; however, its popularity increased at the
end of the 19th century and it was around this time
that its current name was adapted. Prior to this time
this type of running possessed various names, such
as understep, step of delight, soft step, or running

gait. The pace is a two-beat gait when the pairs of
legs on the same side (right or left) move simultaneously with a short moment of suspension in the air.
THE ICELANDIC HORSE’S ABILITY to perform all five gaits is part of their genetic inheritance
and has nothing to do with human intervention. Nevertheless, the perfecting of these gaits and the revealing of their true beauty requires much effort from both
an animal and its trainer. To ensure proper growth,
horses do not begin their training until they are 3–5
years old. The larger the number of gaits the horse is
made to perform, the more this training process will
problematize the horse’s ability to excel in certain gaits,
the horse may even refuse to perform them at all.
It was with the Viking settlers from the Scandinavian Peninsula and the British Isles around the end
of the 9th century that the Icelandic horse was first introduced to Iceland. These were the best of their breed,
and it was from these horses that the modern Icelandic
horse originates. A comparative analysis between the
skeletons of horses buried in the pagan times and those
of present-day horses allows us to conclude that only
minimal changes have occurred in the horses’ anatomy over the course of the intervening centuries – their
height and constitution are still very much alike. It is
of note that there is a direct correlation between horse
height and Icelandic weather conditions. In the centuries following the arrival of the Vikings, the climate
of the island dropped by a few degrees, while horse
height fell by as much as 10cm. However, with the rise
in temperature growth during the final decades of the
20th century, horse height returned to its former level.
For a long time Iceland remained isolated, and
roads were a relatively late addition to the landscape. This contributed greatly to the survival of a
breed of riding horses that were characterised by
their extreme hardiness and tenacity. These were
horses that were intended to be used for traveling
and not as working animals or war horses. For centuries the horse remained the main means of transportation throughout the vast rugged territory of Iceland.

The average temperature of the Icelandic winter is barely -2°C. Under such weather conditions, horses have
no problems finding water in natural water reservoirs, although it is not so easy when it comes to food – they
are provided with hay by people. Only the small number of horses that live in gables are given oats and other
supplements.

The orientation of a horse’s body is a good gauge of
wind direction – a horse always stands with its tail
into, and heady away from, the wind.

The horses were used to access Þingveliir – one of the
world’s oldest parlaments – the foundations of which
were laid out in 930. It is thought that the choice of the
location for this assembly was largely determined by
the good quality of the pastures that lay nearby, and the
canyon, which enabled riders to temporarily abandon
their horses regardless of weather conditions.
Motorised transportation arrived relatively late
to Iceland. Wheeled transport itself did not make an
appearance until the end of the 19th century, and even
then the appearance of horse-drawn carts was pretty
much limited to the larger towns. Although the country’s transport system is now well-developed and has
a web of roads and tunnels connecting even the most
remote villages, the rather late nature of its development

is exemplified by the fact that the first 17 km of road for
the environs of Reykjavík was only laid in 1887.
THE ICELANDIC HORSE is an integral part
of the island’s landscape. They might be seen at any
time day or night, whether it’s pouring down with
rain or there is a gale blowing. In the northern latitudes, surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean and under
the influence of the Gulf Stream, the average winter
temperature is only - 2°C. Although this might leave
the impression of a mild marine climate, the reality
is slightly different – weather conditions here are far
from hospitable to both man and horse. Frequent
rains and harsh winds are a common phenomenon
all year round. The Island is one of the windiest pop-

ulated locations on the planet, with 30m/s and stronger wind speeds a possibly occurrence. Even for me
– who spent barely two months on the island – the
constant assault of strong winds and hard rain was
a challenge. On the island’s higher climes, one faces
snow and mist, and on the lower – persistent rain.
Aided by insistent winds, the rainwaters works itself
in through the smallest of gaps, and even the interior of our cross country vehicle was not beyond its
reach. Meanwhile, the water of the waterfalls, caught
by the gale and carried upwards, would make photographers sigh in wonder.
Providing animals with hay in their pastures
during winter periods only became common practice in the 20th century. In earlier times, it was only

the favoured animals that lived under shelter, such
as riding horses, which were supplied with winter
feed. Before winter, horses begin to accumulate
body fat and grow a dense winter coat. It was climate that had a determining influence on the survival of Icelandic horse herds. According to the Icelanders – who cannot be faulted for a lack of rational
thinking – natural selection played a vital role in the
development of the breed. However, it was not the
island’s harsh climatic conditions but its volcanic activity that left the greatest impact on the population
of the Icelandic horse. 1783 marked the eruption of
the Laki volcano, which then continued to “breathe
ashes” throughout the following year. These ashes
contaminated the earth’s surface, causing considerable

While visiting Heradsdalur we met rider and a horse
who was riding tölt in the northern reaches of Iceland.
The position in the horse’s feet in the photograph corresponds with the 8th position in the scheme.

The tölt is a four-beat gait, where every foot hits the
ground separately. When the horse is ridden on a
hard surface, one can hear the smooth tapping of its
hooves.
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Even when free, Icelandic horses often choose to move
in the pace gait. The horse’s feet position in the photograph corresponds with the 6th position in the scheme.

When a horse is in the pace gait, each side (left and
right) of the horse has both feet rise and land almost
simultaneously.
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Amongst its European and U. S. cousins, Iceland was
the last to begin road building. It is hard to imagine
that there was anyone during the last millennium
who did not rely on his hardy companion – the Icelandic horse – to get him from a to b.

The number of Icelandic horses bred abroad is now
greater than the number of actual Icelanders living
abroad. According to the data provided by the FEIF,
the association which unites international Icelandic
horse owners, there were around 250, 000 horses of
this breed in the world in 2012.

Iceland
Germany
Denmark
Sweden
Norway
Netherlands
France
USA
Austria
Faroe Islands
Switzerland
Canada
Great Britain
Belgium
Slovenia
Finland
Italy
Luxembourg
New Zealand

80,000
65,000
32,515
30,524
10,000
6,500
4,576
4,525
4,110
3,513
3,300
2,000
977
930
660
400
395
391
108

The hunter Konstantin and his friend return to
Chirinda village with their catch via the “zimnik“
road. The hunting party was successful—the bodies
of 8 reindeer, already skinned, are draped across
their sledge. The cold preserves everything. The meat
is ready to be sold. As the hunters often have to travel
across long distances, sometimes over 100 kilometres,
it is important they take fuel along with them. A 200
litre barrel is, therefore, a common companion.

Icelandic horses are curious and especially friendly animals – they are always the first to approach visitors to
their pastures. Our four friends happily pose in front of the camera under a rare spell of sunshine.

A horse named Tröll, calmly enjoying some rays in the background, has already reached his 21st winter (in
Iceland, horse age is counted in winters). This horse won’t be put down, which is quite a common phenomenon
in rational Iceland. However, the younger horses are already pushing Tröll away from the feed.

harm to both people and horses alike. During a
short few year period, the Icelandic horse’s population of 30,000 dramatically shrunk to 8000…

in 1969 and today it comprises nearly 20 countries.
The members of FEIF established common breeding standards in 1974 and contributed to standardising of rules for judging horse competitions.

TODAY ICELANDIC HORSES are widespread throughout the world, with their number
reaching 250,000. The first exports of the breed began in the mid-19th century, while 1899 marked the
record – a total of 5,696 horses were sold to other
nations. They were mostly exported to Great Britain to work in coal mines. General export statistics
do not fail to impress either: around 150,000 horses
were sold between 1850 and 1950. The last big sale
of Icelandic horses as working animals took place in
1946–1948 when 1600 horses were sold to Poland.
Although Icelandic horses were, for a
long period of time, mainly exported as a physical
labour force, sport today accounts for most exports.
Nowadays, around 2000 horses are exported year
and around 7000 horses change owners within the
internal market of the island. They have a tendency

to become attached to people and their birth place,
and are known for their uncanny sense of direction
– there have been cases when a sold horse has traversed the entire country to return to its birthplace.
Various Icelandic horse breed organisations
have long taken care of the breed’s representation on
a global scale. Their efforts have not been without
impact: the number of Icelandic breed horses abroad
is now greater than the number of actual Icelanders
living abroad – it is no wonder then that horses are
considered to be Iceland’s greatest ambassadors. It is
of interest to note that these days the number of Icelandic horses born abroad outnumbers the number
of foals found in the country itself.
Germans were the first to eed the Icelandic
horse beyond the boundaries of Iceland. As a result,
the first foreign association of Icelandic horses was
established in Germany in 1960. Nowadays, all Icelandic horse owners are united by an international
association FEIF (Germ., Föderation Europäischer
Islandpferde Freunde). This association was founded

OVER THE COURSE of the centuries the
Icelanders have developed equestrian sports specifically for this particular breed of horse. Mention
should firstly be made of the stallion fights – whose
first appearances can often be traced to Ancient
Icelandic sagas. This form of entertainment was
an important element of Icelandic culture before it
died out during the medieval period. Although such
sports are today viewed with some disgust, it would
have been a great honour to have owned the winning stallion, while stallion fights themselves would
have attracted large crowds of spectators. The last
horse fights were organised in 1981 as a one off for
a film dramatizing the old myth about Jóra from
Jórukleif, the girl with miraculous powers.
During the present-day tölt and flying pace

competitions, horses compete on the basis of speed
and technique, while in the so-called “Four Gaits”
competition, it is the elegance and technical accomplishment with which the horse performs the gait
types – the walk, the trot, the canter/gallop and, of
course, the tölt – that determines the winner. “Five
Gaits” racing, meanwhile, includes, along with the
aforementioned gaits, a fifth gait – the pace. During
flying pace style races, the horses have to cover distances of 250, 150 or 100 metres, while tölt style races involve longer distances.
The Icelandic competition gedingakeppni
has an especially unique character. The horse that
has best mastered all five gaits is selected – the socalled gæðingur, after the commission evaluates the
willingness and stamina, without forgetting to consider its beauty. The Icelanders explain this shortly:
“A horse that possesses the brightest talent of a riding horse is selected.”
Such Icelandic horse competitions as “Pace
Test”, “Tölt on Loose Rein”, “Four Gaits”, “Five Gaits”

A herd of horses led by a quad. A thin cord on the roadside
serves as a reference point, while the horses obediently follow
the driver.
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The state provides Chirinda village with enough fuel
to keep its electricity generators going even at night,
providing light for around 150 people behind the
polar circle. The huts are heated up by wood. Rising
chimney smoke, undisturbed by the wind, creates a
phantasmagorical view.
XVIII a.

1965 m. prasidėjus mechanizacijai
saloje arklių skaičius sumažėjo
iki 30 000
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A large number of Icelandic horses are not provided with gables – they remain outside even in the poorest
weather conditions. In Iceland, precipitation is very common – taking place, on average, every other day.

all efforts, the problem of diseases imported through
used riding wear and equipment still remains acute.

Long winter nights. The dark period of the day – from sunset to sunrise – may last up to 20 hours. This is when
the full moon becomes an important source of light.
and some others follow uniform rules that apply the
world over; how the competition are judged, however, has changed significantly over time. Due to European influence (Germans, mainly), focus has shifted
from the horse to the rider.
THE LIFE OF ICELANDIC HORSES abroad
has taken a number of forms over the centuries.
Labour in coal mines was hard and exhausting
work. At that time Icelanders raised the question of
whether it was ethical to force an animal so in love
with freedom and wide open space to work in such
cramped subterranean conditions. Attempts were
also made, however, to use horses for more noble
purposes: 16 horses were taken to an expedition
in Greenland in 1912–1913. Unfortunately, none
were destined to survive… The story of the hardiest
horse of this expedition is rather touching: the only
horse that managed to complete entire route lost
all strength just as the end was in sight. Despite the

people’s efforts to carry the animal themselves, the
horse died without managing to make it to the
end…
Today the life of “emigrant” horses is far easier, with health problems being the most serious issue they might face; of particular danger are insect
bites, as these have the potential to damage a horse’s
immune system by provoking dangerous allergic reactions. Other health issues stem from the fact that
horses originating from the island are not usually
vaccinated.
Thorvaldur Kristjansson, the representative of
the Agricultural University of Iceland, told us about
the legalized protection of the breed. He adds that
these policies are important for the preservation of
the purity of the Icelandic horse. The horses of the
island are naturally isolated, while their import to
the country has been strictly forbidden for over 200
years. Once horses leave Iceland, even as horse race
participants, they are not allowed to return. Despite

EACH YEAR close to 7000 foals are born in
Iceland. Most of them are born in June, when the
fields are already covered in fresh grass and summer still lies ahead. The breeding process involves
around 11,000 horses, 1000 of which are stallions.
These stallions and mares are selected for their suitability for breeding through a process of recommendation and evaluation.
The unique characteristics of the breed, which
have been successfully preserved over 1100 years,
stand in bright contrast to the characteristics of other horse breeds. Icelandics tend to be good tempered
docile, patient, self-assured and hardy. When arriving upon the animal’s vast pastures, it is common
for the horses, led by their curiosity, to be the first
to approach. Apart from the influence of their twolegged friends, this tempeament is mainly down to
the fact that their environment has always been free
of predators.
Icelandic horses stand of average of 138 cm
high when measured at the withers (i.e. the ridge between the shoulder bones of a horse). Recent years
have shown a growth in horse height with every
succeeding generation. Taller horses are preferred
amongst breeders. Although height is the main criteria used when determining whether an animal
should be termed a horse or a pony. Icelanders are
in little doubt that their animals are horses – what
they may lack in stature they more than compensate
for in stamina, intelligence and temperament.
The Icelandic horse comes in a diverse plenitude of colours, but amongst the most common are
black, grey, chestnut and brown. In the past some
breeders made certain demands regarding horse colour, but eventually these did not take hold as this
would have only increased inbreeding in a horse
population that was already small as it was. Icelanders playfully joke that it’s not the colour that they
ride on after all.
Icelandic horses can live as long as 30 years,
and in some cases even longer. When necessary,
however, the rational mind of the Icelanders can
be seen to prevail over their emotions, and an old
horse might find itself put down. The mare Tulle of
Denmark is a wondrous example of the longevity of
the animal; this remarkable horse lived to see 57, dying only after her aged owner, Andreas Larsen, had
passed away.
ANOTHER ISSUE OF SOME contention is
the consumption of horse meat. Icelandic horses weigh around 350 kg. Their meat is eaten even
amongst those individuals who participate in horse

sport. In truth, only a small number of horses are
bred for meat, although animals less suited to riding
may also find themselves on the way to the slaughterhouse.
THE ICELANDIC HORSE, however, has of
course been able to benefit the local economy in
many more ways that just being a source of food on
the table: it would have been nigh on impossible to
have settled this island without the assistance of such
faithful hardy friends. In fact, prior to 1950s, the
horse provided the literal backbone to the island’s
agriculture and transportation; furthermore, it still
remains a highly sought after export. Nowadays, the
role of the horse has changed – it has become the
object of sport and entertainment, and has been enthusiastically employed in tourism: week-long horse
treks through the island’s more remote corners have
experienced a rapid rise recently. From all this we
can clearly see that horses more than amply justify
their presence economically.
A passionate admirer of the Icelandic horse
breed Thorvaldur Kristjansson speaks of these animals with a sparkle in his eyes: “For the sake of fairness, we shouldn’t forget that there are a few other
horse breeds in the world that have the potential of
five gaits.” He is, however, quick to add: “But I don’t
know of any other breed with such a huge variety of
gaits that is so rider friendly, and can be employed
in so many ways. No other breed with such a positive character and such stamina under harsh weather conditions!”
It is not uncommon in Iceland to see a little
child dressed only in a shirt playing nearby horses in
zero temperatures. One gets the impression that Icelandic mothers have a somewhat different approach
to childcare than the one we are used to. I laugh that
it appears that the mentality of both the Icelanders
and their horses have achieved some sort of synchronicity: both are rather composed and friendly. The locals are reluctant to throw words around
lightly, while it is rare for their horses to bite or kick
– quite the opposite, it appears as if they have a smile
for everyone.

According to the vet Margret Sigurdardottir, the horses graze in their pastures up to 16–17 hours a day, and
although they might snooze at short intervals throughout the day and night, they are always alert. There is a
division of roles within the herd: while some remain awake, the others sleep and vice versa. In the photograph,
the attention of a curious animal was attracted by a photographer trying to record the Aurora borealis through
a light veil of cloud.

