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This is a very thorough and scholarly work set in a period of fewer than two decades after
World War II, when there were major international power readjustments. During these
readjustments, one of the major developments was the run-down of the British Empire, A
consequence was that British trawl owners had to withdraw their boats from distant

waters, and most significant and newsworthy of these withidrawals was that from waters
around Iceland.

British trawlers had fished in Icelandic waters for over half a century by then. It
is important to understand that they had never been welcome to the Icelanders, They had
operated under what they called the “notorious bacon and butter agreement,” a legacy of
the late nineteenth century, when Denmark still exercised control over Iceland, At the
time, Denmark wanted access for its dairy produce to the British market, and was pre-
pared to sacrifice Iceland’s interests to secure that access. As a result, the only waters
reserved for Icelandic fishermen were within a three-mile limit of the shore. When
Iceland achieved full independence in 1944, fish and fishing limits were understandably

major issues for its people: fish comprised ninety percent of Icelandic exports. When the
confrontation with British trawlers came to a head, the British government supported the

trawl owners and resisted changes in the fishing limit; it took its stand on international
law, which was actually more ambiguous than Britain was prepared to admit, Since their
country was a main market for Icelandic fish, the British believed that they held a strong
card to play against the little country of Iceland and they were therefore prepared to
exercise gunboat diplomacy to protect their trawlers. For a time, landings of Iceland’s
fish in Britain were even banned. This had to hurt Iceland, given Britain's role as a
primary market for its fish.

Jéhannesson organizes his account into four sections. The first analyses the
changed political situation in the period 1948-1952. This is followed by a second section
labelled “Procrastination,” when Britain began to realize its reduced importance in inter-
national affairs but effectively postponed a resolution. The third section deals with the
nub of the question, and is labelled “Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea.” It covers
the period 1956 to 1960. The final section is entitled “Pax Nordica,” with the subtitle
“Surrender on the High Seas.” It deals with the period 1960 to 1964, when the old
doctrine of the International Law of the Sea was on its way out.

Fishing is set in a context of other important issues: the book covers part of the
period of the Cold War, when Iceland’s strategic position in the North Atlantic was
important to both the United States and the Soviet Union. The Americans established 2
base at Keflavik, which was importent to Iceland for the revenue it generated for the
national budget, More to the point, international power politics was always a complicat-
ing issue behind the fishing dispute. Conferences on the international law of the sea in
1938 and 1960 proved inconclusive and failed to help bring an end to the dispute.

As is evident in the references, a great variety of sources were consulted and
assessed in this book. In addition to those in Iceland and Britain, they include documents
in several other countries, including the United States, Russia, Denmark, Norway and
Germany. Maps and other illustrations are important in the argument. Unfortunately —
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