Dear Friends and Family,

Europe 2011 Journal - 16

Monday, 27 September 2011 - Monday, 02 October 2011

The last time I rode a Smyril Line ship was in 2007 when I boarded the Norrona in Thurso, Scotland and debarked the next morning in Bergan, Norway. Back then, the Smyril Line offered excursions from Copenhagen to Iceland to the Faeroe Islands to Thurso to Bergan and return; the company no longer offers this type of voyage. When I boarded the Norrona, in Thurso, there were nine hundred Faeroe Islanders on the ship. They called themselves the Faeroe Island Fiddle and Accordion Club, and their sole purpose was to spend a week at sea drinking and partying. I had never experienced such a thing before, but was told that since alcohol was highly taxed in all the Scandinavian countries, people came on this trip to buy alcohol tax-free on the open sea. The Smyril Line ships now only goes from Copenhagen to Torshavn, in the Faeroe Islands, and then to Seyoisfjordur, on the East side of Iceland. Each leg of the trip is an overnight cruise, and I booked passage on the Norrana only from the Faeroe Islands to Iceland, and I shared a cabin with a Polish fellow, who did not speak a word of English. However, he spoke some German, and so with a spattering of German on each of our parts we could converse a little. 

The trip across the North Atlantic was a bit rough for me, and I got sea sick, but recovered sufficiently by morning to hold down a good breakfast. My Polish cabin mate told me the trip from Copenhagen to the Faeroe Islands had been even rougher, and he was sick on that leg of the journey. We docked at the small town of Seyoisfjordur, a little village that was built during the Second World War, and has remained a shipping terminus ever since the 1940s. The hostel in the town has two buildings, one about a kilometer from the port, and the other only several blocks from the port. The place is evidently pretty busy in summer when tourists from Europe arrive in droves. The owner of the hostel is a charming woman who, based on the photographs, also owns a beautiful hotel in India, and her hostel in the Faeroe Islands is furnished and decorated with things she obviously brought back from India. Even the clerk who works for her came to Iceland from India. He told me he’s the only person from India in East Iceland, and his passion seemed to be Harry Belafonte Calypso music from the 1960s, that he played continuously. Day-Oh!

The biggest town in East Iceland is Egilsstadir; it has an airport and car rental companies. A “bus” goes to Egilsstadir from near the hostel in Seyoisfjordur, early each morning, and I got up early to catch it. The “bus” was supposed to stop in a parking lot about two blocks from the hostel. However, the “bus” turned out to be a small van, and if the driver had not come out of the van to ask me if I wanted to go to Egilsstadir, I would not have recognized the vehicle as a “bus.” I paid my fare and we drove over the mountain road to the airport outside Egilsstadir where I booked airfare on the domestic airline to Reykavik, the capital, and rented a car for four days. My plan was to travel around East Iceland, fly to Reykavik on the Southwest side of the country and rent another car when I go there, but this plan crumbled in two days. I realized there was actually quite a lot I wanted to see, and four days in East Iceland would not be nearly enough. Fortunately, I could change my rental agreement to a two-week car rental, and I could cancel the airline reservation with a minimum penalty. My new plan was to drive to Reykavik, and return the rental car there. Returning the car in Reykavik cost exactly the same as the airfare to Reykavik. Do you think they have this thing figured out?

The first trip I took was around the East Coast through many little towns; I ended up for the night at Hofn, pronounced “hup,” like taking in a breadth when you hiccup. Along the route, I visited some interesting places. Because Iceland is so geologically active, it has an amazing variety of minerals. In the sixteenth century and up to 1924, calcite crystals from Iceland were considered the finest on the planet, and were important in optics research. I drove to the calcite crystal mine at Helgustadir along a gravel road. The calcite crystals were split along cleavage lines to form clear optical grade prisms. They were known throughout the world as Iceland Spar. Along the road and near the mine, signs say that it is illegal to take rocks out of Iceland, but when I was younger, I used to have a wonderful calcite crystal that I used in diffraction experiments. These crystals were instrumental in the discovery of polarized light, and spectrography, and they are great fun to play with.

I also visited the home of a famous woman, Ljosbjorg Petra Maria Sveinsdottir, Petra for short, whose private mineral collection started when she was twelve. She is no longer alive, but her house and garden are filled with thousands of amazing minerals, and is open to the public; it’s called Steinasafn Petru. 

Driving along the coast, I headed to the town of Breidalsvik, and stopped for a wonderful salmon lunch at Café Margret. Her place is a hotel/guesthouse as well as a fine little restaurant, and it is tastefully filled with antiques and art. Like the Faeroe Islanders, the people her in Iceland like sculpture and art. In Egilsstadir, I stopped to look at a private home that had many sculptures made from welded rods and other steel/iron objects. The sculptures were mostly figures of people made from iron, and the owner put them around the perimeter as part of his yards fence. In Egilsstadir, there was a sculpture of a figure on a rock outcropping high over a sports field. I climbed up to get a better look at this object made from gears of all sizes.

One thing about the buildings in East Iceland that caught my attention was that many have corrugated steel siding and roofing. Not many structures are made of wood, but there is some concrete construction. I passed many utility buildings that are corrugated steel half cylinders like the old military storage structures. I am sure building materials, with the exception of stone, have to be imported, and corrugated steel may be cost effective. I passed an Alcoa Aluminum plant that must have been two kilometers long. It is powered by electricity produced in a great hydroelectric plant in the mountains, and it is located along a fjord where ships can load and unload materials. 

The weather changed dramatically late in the afternoon when I stopped for the night at Hofn. Rain started in earnest along with strong winds, and the next morning as I drove along the coast near Berufjordur, I encountered a landslide of large rocks covering the road. Several other cars had stopped, and it wasn’t fifteen minutes before a road crew, two guys in big front loaders, showed up to clear the road. The job was finished in another fifteen minutes! Evidently, they are used to this kind of thing in Iceland. The weather cleared a little, and I decided to take a shorter route over a mountain pass that’s labeled Oxi on my map. The road sign as I started up the gravel road indicated a 17% grade; it sort of reminded me of the Alpine Loop trail in Colorado, but I didn’t have four-wheel drive on the little Suzuki rental car. Never fear, I made it over the mountain pass, saving many hours, and headed to my next destination, Husey, a farm hostel at the end of a spectacular valley tat empties into the Atlantic at a place called Heradsflol. The owners of the hostel raise Icelandic horses, and sheep, cows, etc. People come here to ride the horses, but it the wind was howling at gale force, and the temperature was about five degrees Celsius, so I opted to try horses another time. In the evening, I got to see the Aurora Borealis, but just a little. Others at the hostel said it was brighter later that night.

The other guests at the hostel/farm house included a couple of German ladies, a young Dutch couple, and an elderly Danish couple. We spent at least two hours sitting around the kitchen table drinking tea and talking about our travels. Everyone had suggestions about places to see and things to do in Iceland and in Europe. We all had an enjoyed sharing our stories. One of the German women suggested I spend some time at a guesthouse on Myvatn, my next destination, and I found the place delightful when I got there. Myvatn is a lake in a very volcanically active region of Iceland. It’s really a key place to visit, and it reminded me a lot of other volcanic sites that I have seen in Hawaii. 

The drive to Myvatn goes over a high plateau strewn with lava fields almost void of any vegetation. As I drove across this barren expanse, I expected to see the lunar rover rumble over a lava field to commune with my little Suzuki “Swift” rental car; the two of them are about the same size, I think. The lake area around Myvatn, is not barren; it’s almost lush, that is, lush for Iceland; there are even small trees and shrubbery in the area, but the smell of hydrogen sulfide is in the air, and nearby bubbling pools emit steam and noxious hydrogen sulfide fumes. The beautiful guesthouse is also near one of the most seismically active volcanoes in Iceland, Hverfjall, but it’s not the one that erupted this year. Near the guesthouse is an area called Dimmuborgum, where unusual lava formations dot the landscape. The locals say many of these formations are elves and trolls that have been turned to stone.

