Dear Friends and Family,

Europe 2011 Journal - 16

Monday, 03 October 2011 - Monday, 05 October 2011

The climb up the cinder cone to the crater of the Hverfjall volcano was not difficult, but the wind at the rim was pretty intense, standing vertically was not possible. Hverfjall lies on the mid-Atlantic ridge, and is just one of many places in Iceland where the rift manages to make itself visible. In this area the land is spreading at the rate of two centimeters a year; that’s a lot. Iceland is expanding at the rate of two meters every hundred years. In no time at all, geologically speaking, Iceland will join Europe in the East and North America in the West (not). There’s a “blue lagoon” in the area called Viti, and getting there involved passing a large geothermal electric power generating station. Large pipelines, each perhaps a meter in diameter, full of geothermal heated water came out of the plant and went out of sight through these pipes over the mountains. Viti is in a crater, and I walked to the rim to see it. Several of the uncapped blisters (steam vents that are lava formations shaped like barnacles) roared as gas and steam escaped from the earth. More bubbling pools of hot mineral ponds dotted the yellow sulfur covered landscape.  The geology of the area is up close and very personal. 

This part of Iceland reminded me of other places that I have visited in the past. Steam escaping from cracks in the earth, brought the Teddy Roosevelt National Monument in North Dakota, and parts of Yellowstone National Park to mind. I remember one trip with scouts to Hawaii several years ago; we hiked across a lava field at the base of Kilauea, the active volcano on the Big Island. The lava there was new and had very sharp edges; we walked several miles at night to see the red glow of molten lava spewing forth just past the shoreline under the waters of the Pacific Ocean, and a week later we read that ten acres of the lava field that we traversed had fallen into the sea. The volcanoes of Hawaii are much higher than those here in Iceland, and because they start from the sea floor, i.e., under the ocean, they are considered some of the highest mountains on the planet in terms of elevation from base to summit. It turns out that geologists use Hawaiian terms to describe some volcanic features. For example, “'A'a” describes a lava with a rough or angular fragmented surface. “Pahoehoe” describes lava with a smooth, billowy, or ropy surface. The trail on the cinder cone of the Hverfjall volcano also reminded me of two other trails I hiked: the trail up Mount Baldy at Philmont Scout Ranch, and the trail down from the top of Mount Fuji in Japan. These three trails, Baldy, Fuji and Hverfjall, all have loose gravel surfaces, and hiking is very difficult because every footstep involves some slipping. Going downhill can be especially treacherous.

Akureyri is the second largest city in Iceland, and it’s about a hundred kilometers from Myvatn. I found a nice guesthouse, the Gula Villan, near the center of Akureyri. The hostel in town was completely booked for a large group, but the Gula Villan, built in 1924, resembles a hostel. Its facilities include a modern kitchen for guests to use, comfortable dining room, living room with TV, etc., and the building is beautiful. My dinner conversations with a couple from England and a fellow from the Netherlands had the same pleasant effect as always. To me it is interesting to observe that each of the people I have met and talked to have a somewhat different perspective on things depending on their nationality. Some of the people I have spoken to hold some very strong opinions about world affairs, the role of America, and especially American politics. I discovered that the term I have been using to describe the people and the countries that I have visited, “Scandinavian,” is not politically correct. The preferred term is “Nordic,” a term that includes all the countries I have visited: Sweden, Norway, Denmark, the Faeroe Islands, and Iceland. “Nordic” also applies to Greenland and Finland, countries I have not visited yet. 

The wind picked up during my first night in Akureyri, and the rain pounded the window in my room. In the morning, I went out to explore the town and passed a temperature/time display showing one degree Celsius, and when the clouds cleared a little later I could see the newly fallen snow in the hills above Akureyri. In the afternoon, the temperature improved dramatically, it doubled to two degrees Celsius. The time had come for me to start wearing winter clothing. On my second morning in Akureyri, a gentle snow had started falling in the town, and the temperature was below freezing. Akureyri is pretty far north, but still somewhat below the Arctic Circle. However, winter has definitely started here in the beginning of October.

One of the places I enjoyed visiting in Akureyri was Iceland’s aviation museum, the Flugsafn Islands. To my delight, on this trip, I have seen the aviation museums of Sweden, Norway and Iceland. For a country without a military, and with only three hundred twenty thousand people, Iceland has a remarkable aviation history, albeit, not an old one. Aviation history in Iceland started in Akureyri, and Iceland’s world-class international airline, Iceland Air has been flying commercial transatlantic service since the end of World War II. No other country of Iceland’s size or population comes even close in terms of aviation. The most interesting thing about the planes in the museum is that most of them are operational, and are sometimes not in the museum because their owners are using them. One of the aircraft on display was a DC-3, and it too was operational. When Abby, my former wife, graduated from college in 1965, she went on a trip to Europe with one of her friends. They flew an Iceland Air DC-3! It could have been this airplane. Over ten thousand DC-3s and the Military C-47, “Gooney Birds” were built, mostly to support for use in World War II, but also for civil aviation. Only about four hundred these aircraft still flying, like the one here in Iceland. However, at after World War II, there were thousands being used by countries all over the world, and most of them were US Army surplus! I am really glad that I saw this legendary aircraft in operational condition.

I left Akureyri and headed over the mountains to the town of Hvammstangi on the Vatsnes peninsula. I had to contend with a lot of snow, especially in the mountain passes, but the road was well maintained, and I had no difficulty driving more than a hundred kilometers. The thermometer on my dash got to minus five degrees Celsius, but when I got to the Vastnes peninsula, the temperature rose to eight degrees Celsius, the snow turned to rain, and the wind picked up considerably. I got lodging in another delightful guesthouse; I had the whole place to myself … I was the only guest. The coastline of the Vastnes peninsula is famous as a seal habitat; however, I did not see any seals. 

