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So since the seals were not cooperating on coast of the Vastnes, I headed south to Reykjavik, the capital, for a short one-day stay on my way to the glaciers and volcanoes of the south coast. Reykjavik is spread out, with typical modern urban sprawl, but it has a nice old center with interesting little shops and restaurants. The old town area is near the harbor where tourists can select any number of boat trips that promise to take you out to sea to ogle whales and puffins. I will not be signing up for any of these boat trips. The afternoon afforded me time to roam around the city a bit; the National Art Gallery, not too far from the hostel, did not have much for my taste. However, the National Museum close to the university had much about Iceland’s history and culture that interested to me.

Two, almost completely different, historical perspectives confronted me in Reykjavik. The first historical perspective comes from the exhibits in the National Museum, and the second from the explanations presented in the Saga Museum. Both views of history are probably true generally, but the way a person thinks about Icelandic history depends on what to emphasize.

The first perspective from the historical collections in the National Museum reinforced my impressions and thoughts about how hard life must have been for the early settlers of Iceland. Until only very recently, Iceland was one of the poorest countries on the planet. The early Norse settlers had two choices: they could fish or they could farm. Most of those who fished used amazingly small boats to go out to sea each day and return home each night. Accidents at sea were common. Fishing boats had to be built from imported wood, or obtained in Norway, and brought over on ships. 

The farmers needed to have four kinds of animals to make a go of it: they needed horses, cows, dogs and sheep. The sheep provided wool for clothes and mutton to eat, the dogs were necessary to round up the sheep, the horses enabled plowing and offered a form of land transportation, and the cows were insurance against starvation. At the end of the very long winters, stores of food often ran out, and the only thing between life and death was the milk from cows. During the summer, farmers grew grass for hay, and little else. 

Farmers and fishermen traded with one another, so diets included both dried lamb and dried fish. Even today, dried fish is sold in stores, and at gas stations food shops all over the country. The dried fish is packaged in clear plastic; it’s sort of like beef jerky back home. 

The Norse settlers were not warriors, although all men were armed. Death in childhood was common. The Black Plaque arrived later in Iceland than in Europe, and it decimated the Iceland population twice. Smallpox took a severe toll on the population too, and volcanic eruptions happened frequently enough to be a real threat. It’s just amazing to me how any people could have survived here before the advent of the industrial revolution. This is an island of very hardy ancestors, but today, Iceland has a very high standard of living, great educational facilities, and a robust economy (except for the recent bank failure that impacted many Europeans who put their money here for the slightly higher interest rates they were promised).

The second perspective from the Saga Museum made me stop in my tracks. According to the ancient Sagas (oral histories), the Norse who settled Iceland did so to get away from arbitrary rulers back home in what is now Norway. These Norsemen were chieftains in their own right, and did not want to submit to the rule of a king. Not only did the Icelandic settlers come with some “wealth, and property,” but they also came with slaves, and most of these were from Ireland! The Norse brought Irish women to be their wives, and Irish men to work for them in Iceland. The most amazing thing about these statements is that they are backed up by DNA evidence, I was told. When these discoveries became widespread knowledge, there was great disbelief among Icelanders, who clung to the view that their heritage was “pure” Viking.

I drove to the town of Vic just past the Eyjafjallajokull volcano that erupted this past April. This eruption wiped out commercial aviation across Europe for a while. There’s an amazing photograph of a farm at the base of the volcano tranquilly green while billows of volcanic ash and clouds are spewing from the volcano in the background. The farm and the volcano are still there, but there is no longer any billowing smoke. Continuing east, on the way to Vik, I veered north on a gravel road for about five kilometers to the base of the Solheimajokull glacier. There are several vast ice fields in Iceland, and one, Myrdalsjokull, has the most accessible glacier river of ice. I had read that walking on the wet turf and glacial silt in front of the glacier was a little risky. The combination of soil type and water can produce quick sand. However, I saw tracks leading up to the glacier, and figured I was safe enough following them at least for a while. There were no other people around. I was alone, and I was communing with the glacier. The dirty blue ice and the immensity of the glacier are awesome. I didn’t go too far as I really was not properly equipped. In the past, when I climbed onto glaciers, I wore crampons, and was with a group of people all tied together. I hiked a bit onto the Franz Josef Glacier in the South Island of New Zealand, and of course, my scouts and I have crossed glaciers in the Swiss Alps. Being tied together offers a bit of security. The idea is that if a person slips into a crevasse, the others in the group could pull him out. 

Vic is a small town, about as far south as a person can go in Iceland. The cozy hostel on a hill overlooking Vic offers all the amenities, but for the most part, the town of Vic appears to be a bunch of private dwellings and a few public buildings. Off the coast are several volcanic stacks sticking almost seventy meters straight up out of the water. To my great pleasure, the town was holding a three-day Fall Festival with food and music, and I got to attend several of the events. The main venue was a sports hall gymnasium, and everyone in the community must have been there. Surprisingly, the free food was not Icelandic. The people here eat Icelandic food all the time, so at the festival they had “exotic” food, like Thai fish croquets, various kinds of grilled meats, and prepared salads, fresh baked bread, etc. The music accompanying the dinner on the first night of the festival intrigued me too; it was not really Icelandic music. A small band with a lead singer who also played conga drums performed what I can only describe as music from the 1950’s. All the words were in Icelandic, but the tunes were old American popular music. For example, they played an old Perry Como tune, “Hay Mambo, Mambo Italiano,” and several Harry Belafonte calypso melodies like “Day Oh, Daylight Come and I Want to Go Home.” Nothing wrong with any of this, but I found it unusual. The next day, local people performed in the late afternoon. The performers included some young musicians, and an adult male chorus. This second round of music was not old American tunes, but generally, the tempo of the music was very slow. The festival was fun, nonetheless. Even the hostel got into the act, on Sunday morning, the hostel offered a free breakfast that included fresh waffles, homemade jams, and freshly baked bread. I ate and left.

The Vik hostel is actually quite small, but it was full of travelers from Germany, France and England, and I particularly enjoyed talking with a couple of young English graduate students. They had degrees in geology, and were working on doctorates in vulcanology. Despite their claim to be from England, I sort of had the feeling we were speaking “Klingon” at times. Besides doing fieldwork in the mountains, this couple had plans to travel to a rock festival in Reykjavik in a couple of weeks.

I went back to Reykjavik for a few days before going home, and continued visiting the various cultural attractions of the capital. There’s a new concert hall, called the Harpa, on the waterfront that is architecturally stunning. The exterior of the Harpa has a faceted jewel-like glass structure. The Saga Museum is in a place called the Perlan, high on a hill above town. The Perlan has five large cylindrical columns surrounding a central atrium and topped with a glass dome. Four of the five cylinders each hold four million liters of geothermal hot water that is circulated and used for heating in the city. The Perlan is relatively new, but the water system has been around a long time. In my last few days in the city, I photographed many buildings whose architecture fascinated me, and I splurged on several good restaurant meals. Although, there is still a lot for me to see in Iceland, I think I have sampled quite a bit of the natural and cultural aspects of the country. 

