David Burrow at the Jökusálrón glacial lagoon in southeast Iceland
[UPDATE: June, 2017—As I gradually go back over my old travelogues, I‘ll be leaving the original text intact but adding
additional comments in boldfaced enclosed in brackets to expand on what was originally said. I‘ll also add some additional
photos to enhance the original travelogues.
This will likely be one of the hardest travelogues to revise. That’s because just shortly before I began writing this
revision my sister Margaret died. Margaret was my traveling companion on this and many other trips. Since she was widowed
and I was single, it was easy to plan our trips together without conflict. Margaret loved going places she’d never been before.
Without her I’d likely have never been quite so adventurous in making my travel plans. Margaret was diagnosed with leukemia
shortly before Christmas 2016. While treatments were initially successful, the cancer (which included a particularly nasty FLT3 gene mutation) raged back. Just five and a half months later she was gone.
I try to let six years pass before revising these travelogues, since that seems to be enough time to let the dust settle
and let the world move on as it will. When it became clear that Margaret’s diagnosis was terminal, I moved revising this one to
the forefront, because she’s expressed particular interest in reading the revision. I resolved to work on it immediately after
returning from a trip to New Orleans with my quiz bowl students. Unfortunately Margaret died while I was on my way home
from that trip, so she never got to read this. Nonetheless, the revision is dedicated to her.]

Introduction
By Way of Background
Before I begin what is likely to be one of my longest travelogues, a few background words are in order. This trip was largely a
result of receiving the “Excellence in Education” award from the Sioux City Diocese a year ago. With that award came a substantial and
unexpected cash prize. I used some of that to treat my quiz bowl students to a swamp tour when we were in New Orleans for nationals
earlier this summer. The rest was enough to pay the airfare for a trip almost anywhere in the world.
I looked into many different possible destinations. I almost booked a trip to Sydney, but the soaring value of the Australian dollar
would have meant that once I got there I’d have had very spartan accommodations. [I’m actually considering a trip to Australia
sometime in the near future, and these days exchange rate for the Aussie dollar is much more favorable.] I also priced trips to
Canada, New Zealand, Argentina, South Africa, the Netherlands, and Russia. (Interestingly, it’s nearly as expensive to fly to most of
Canada as it is to fly halfway around the world. [I think Canadian domestic flights are taxed to death. They remain among the most
expensive on earth.])
I probably wouldn’t have even thought about Iceland, but the place made itself known thanks to the eruption of Eyjafjallajökull,
the volcano that had been dormant for 187 years but then spewed enough ash to bring trans-Atlantic air travel to a halt in the spring of
2010. The more I read about Iceland, the more interesting the place seemed.
Until quite recently I couldn’t have afforded to travel to Iceland. Up until 2008 it was a place that would make Australia seem
cheap. Through the early part of this century Reykjavik vied with Dubai, Tokyo, Moscow, and Oslo for the title of most expensive city on
earth. Iceland was a place where $500 hotel rooms and $200 meals were common.
Things changed dramatically in the fall of 2008 when the Icelandic economy collapsed. The same global panic that brought the
U.S. to its knees [but which far too many people seem to have forgotten about these days] completely crushed tiny Iceland. Every
bank in the country went under, and the resulting “kreppa” (crisis) was far worse than the economic downturn we experienced in America.
A place that had never known unemployment suddenly had 15% of its people without jobs and many others working part time instead of
full time. Thousands of people defaulted on home and car loans, and the national income was cut nearly in half. What was once among
the wealthiest countries on earth joined a host of Third World countries in accepting aid money from the International Monetary Fund—
together with draconian austerity measures that the IMF prescribed.
The fall of the Icelandic economy and its subsequent recovery are an interesting story. There is no single culprit in the economic
collapse, but the biggest contributors were the same issues that led to problems here in America: government deregulation of financial
services and corporate greed. […And now, with Republicans heading both the legislative and executive branches in America,
we’re back to deregulating everything and just assuming businesses can police themselves.] For the last several decades, Iceland
has essentially been an oligarchy run by fourteen families that locals refer to as “the octopus”. The octopus had its tentacles in almost
every local industry, all the banks, and every branch of the government. Right at the turn of the 21 st Century, Iceland de-regulated
banking, following the lead of Britain and the U.S. For a time the economy boomed, and it seemed everyone in the country was getting
astonishingly rich.
It wasn’t long, though, before people realized the whole thing was a house of cards. The nature of the octopus was that all the
Icelandic banks owned essentially owned each other, and the banks had an endless net of loans between them with one bank borrowing
from another to pay off debts to a third. Just as in America, a lot of the “profits” these banks had were based on questionable investments
that held no real assets.
Meanwhile the “rich” Icelanders (not unlike their American counterparts) over-extended themselves, buying all kinds of luxuries
on credit. Even more than in America, though, credit in Iceland was predatory and full of traps. After 2000, for instance, most Icelandic
mortgages had the principal indexed to inflation. That meant that if the cost of living went up, the amount people owed on their homes
also went up. That was good for the bankers’ bottom line, but it meant no one could build up any real equity in their homes; they could
pay millions of krona and still owe more than when they took out the loan in the first place. [Both banks and some politicians have
proposed doing something similar in America. I certainly hope they never do.] Loans for cars and big-ticket appliances had similar
traps. Most of them were actually issued in foreign currency by the makers of those products. Buyers would pay back the loan in krona,
but what they owed was officially in euros, dollars, pounds, or yen. When the economy collapsed, within a month these loans were worth
two or three times what they had been. It’s not really a surprise that most of these loans went into default.
The United States spent billions of dollars bailing out banks in 2008, claiming that the deregulated financial institutions were now
“too big to fail”. Iceland, on the other hand, decided the banks were “too big to save”. [I wish we had taken that approach here.] When
the institutions went into default, the government nationalized their assets and continued their operations as normally as possible. They
did not pay off the banks’ debts, though, nor did they keep on the executives who had bankrupted their companies to begin with. That is
the “horrible socialism” Republicans warn of, but that socialism (combined with the fact that the Icelandic government spends absolutely
nothing on national defense) allowed Iceland’s economy to recover faster than ours.
There are two remaining controversies from the crisis. The first is what to do about foreigners who held accounts in Icelandic
banks. Most notably, one Reykjavik bank marketed online savings accounts in Britain and Holland under the name “Icesave”. The
accounts promised absurdly high interest rates (6%+ at a time when British and Dutch banks were paying 1 and 2%), and people
deposited millions of pounds and euros into those accounts. Iceland’s equivalent of the FDIC insures account holders in Iceland, but

not foreign account holders. The British and Dutch government insurance did pay those account holders, but now they want Iceland to
reimburse them for the money they paid out. The Icelandic government (which at the time was still controlled by the octopus) agreed to
do so, but they also insisted on putting the matter to a vote of the Icelandic people (who would face steep tax increases to pay for the
bankers’ mistakes). Understandably, twice now the voters have rejected the deal. Complicating things further is that Iceland is not a
member of the European Union but is part of the European Economic Area, the successor to the common market. The matter has gone
to the European High Court, but there is some question about whether they actually have jurisdiction over it. [Years later, Iceland did
pay back most of the foreign debt, helped by the fact that the euro and pound were tanking on global currency markets.]
The other controversy is that, just as in America, essentially nothing has been done to punish the greedy SOBs who caused the
mess. They’ve tried some prosecutions in Iceland, but so far exactly one person was convicted, and he served no time and paid no fines.
The most culpable people have fled the country, taking up residence in tax and legal havens like the Cayman Islands, so even if those
people are convicted in absentia it’s unlikely anything will ever happen to them. [In the intervening years literally dozens of Icelandic
businesspeople and politicians have been convicted of various crimes. While the prison sentences have mostly been short,
fines from these convictions are part of what was used for paying off Iceland’s debt. The United Kingdom also tried to prosecute
some Icelandic businessmen, but those cases did not result in convictions.]
Many Icelanders will tell you the “kreppa” was the lowest point in a thousand years of their country’s history. The flip side of
that, though, is that what was horrible for the locals was good news for tourists. When the value of Iceland’s currency fell to one-third of
its former value, suddenly what had been an extremely pricey country was downright cheap. The krona would rebound somewhat (helped
by a tanking dollar), and inflation would shoot prices up. Even so, Iceland remained a place middle class tourists could afford in 2011.
With its new business and finance industry obliterated, Iceland has really been pushing tourism since the crisis, and “hospitality” has
catapulted past mining and agriculture to the #2 position among the country’s industries. These days only fishing earns the country more
than tourism. [Iceland continues to be an affordable destination in 2017. Margaret had planned to take a cruise there this spring,
which unfortunately she had to cancel due to her hospitalization.]
So, around Thanksgiving last year I settled on Iceland as my travel destination, and my sister Margaret decided to join me. In
the next few months we added several aspects to the trip, and we pre-paid for almost everything. That let us pay the expenses gradually,
and it also let us lock in prices before inflation and changing exchange rates could raise them. When we actually made the trip, all we
really had to pay for was food and incidentals. Those were definitely not cheap (indeed London would be the only place I’ve found more
expensive than Reykjavik), but with everything else already paid, it was doable.
I didn’t have a lot of expectations going into this trip. While I’d done a lot of reading about Iceland, I still felt I didn’t know that
much about the place. In the end I liked Iceland a lot, though often for different reasons than I expected I would. It’s completely different
from anywhere else I’ve ever been, and it really was a fascinating place to visit. [People often ask me what my favorite place is of all
the places I’ve visited. That’s impossible to answer, but certainly Iceland would be very close to the top.]

Thursday, August 4
Algona, Iowa – Rochester, Minnesota
I dawdled around the house this morning, mostly doing a bit of cleaning and the like. I took a break around 10:00 to have
breakfast at McDonalds. That stood out, because it would be the last I’d see of McD’s for a while. Iceland is the one and only western
country that McDonalds came to and then left. [There are also a couple of countries in the former Yugoslavia where this is true,
though there could be some dispute in calling them “western”.] The country has centralized all their European operations in
Germany, which means the Icelandic golden arches had to import all their food and other supplies from there. When the crisis hit and
the currency was devalued, imported goods became incredibly expensive—to the point that when they closed in 2009 a Big Mac sandwich
cost more than $10 in Iceland, the highest price anywhere in the world. [Even in 2017 the most expensive Big Mac in the world—in
Switzerland—costs only $7.] There are Icelandic fast food chains (more on that later), but they use local meat, potatoes, and lettuce,
which allows their prices to be somewhat more reasonable.
I left Algona around 11am and headed north on highway 169. I was intrigued to pass an ethanol plant that advertised they used
wind power to run their operation. Using wind rather than coal would make ethanol a much greener fuel, and I certainly applaud the
decision. [Like most Iowans, I almost exclusively use ethanol blended fuel in my car. I’m well aware, though, that it’s anything
but green—despite what both oil companies and farm lobbyists would have us believe.]
I had debated whether to buy gas in Algona or on the way. I chose the latter, mostly because I had a scrip card from Kwik Trip,
which doesn’t have a local store. That was definitely the wrong decision, though. The price at Casey’s in Algona was $3.55 9, while at
Kwik Trip in Blue Earth, Minnesota, I paid $3.739—eighteen cents a gallon more. Blue Earth ended up having the lowest price I saw in
Minnesota, too. In Rochester they wanted $3.77 9 a gallon.
I sort of gradually made my way eastward. I stopped at Hardees in Albert Lea, where I picked up a ham and cheese sandwich.
They were on special for $1.67 each (technically 2 for $3.33, but they round up the price on the first one). That was a price I’d only be
able to dream of for the next week, as nothing in Iceland sells for that little. [Fast food prices have skyrocketed in America in recent
years, largely in response to increasing minimum wages. The promotions at Hardees these days are usually 2 for $4.44, or a
full 33% higher than they were six years ago.]

While I was leaving Hardees I pondered a strange sign.
Along highway 69 in Albert Lea is a milepost marking 310 miles
from somewhere. I can’t imagine just where that could possibly
be, though. Normally miles on north/south highways go from the
south end of the state, and Albert Lea would be at no more than
about milepost 15. It might be 310 miles from somewhere like
International Falls, but that would be measuring backwards. I
thought there might be an east/west highway that went together
with 69, but even if there was, Sioux Falls (just inside South
Dakota) would be closer than 310 miles away. I have no idea
what the sign was indicating. [I did quite a bit of searching while
writing this revision. There is no single highway that extends
that far from Albert Lea within the state of Minnesota. I
suppose it’s possible I could have missed a decimal point,
and the distance might have actually been 31.0, but that
doesn’t really fit any logical distance either. So, that milepost
remains a mystery.]
I stopped again at the Oak Park Mall in Austin. This used
to be a major retail center, but with the opening of a Wal-Mart and
a Target in Austin, it’s been rapidly dwindling. One store that is
still open is ShopKo (somewhat surprising, since Wal-Mart has put
them out of business in several places), and that’s where I
stopped. [ShopKo remains open, but the rest of the mall
entirely closed in 2014. A large Hy-Vee supermarket now
occupies the site where the mall used to be.] The main thing I
got was coffee for the teachers’ lounge at school, which happened
to be on sale. I also picked up a computer “hubman”, a device
Hubman
that takes one UBC port [while that’s what I wrote originally,
the correct term is USB] and allows four different devices to be hooked into it. The thing is shaped like a little gingerbread man, with
each limb housing a different connector. My home computer is a dinosaur that has minimal connections [the hard drive on it has since
crashed], so having the splitter is nice. [While it was amusing to look at, unfortunately Hubman was not well constructed. One of
the connections broke after a couple of years, rendering it pretty much useless. I have another USB splitter attached to my
computer today, since in the age of flash drives pretty much every computer—old or new—has too few USB ports.]
I noticed something strange when I exited the highway in Austin. There was no advisory speed on the exit ramp there. That
made me curious, and I looked at all the other ramps I passed. None of the ramps in Minnesota had exit speeds. I’m not sure if
that was unique to I-90 or if it’s something the state’s rather strange libertarian government has implemented, but it certainly was weird
not to see those yellow signs.
I got to Rochester around 2pm, well before I needed to be there. I killed some time by browsing through the Barnes & Noble
bookstore at Apache Mall. I had actually printed out a coupon from B&N just this morning and would have been happy to use it. There
was nothing much I wanted to buy in the Rochester store, though. Their calendar display didn’t even include the Simpsons calendar I
purchase every year.
I made my way over to Rochester’s Aldi store and bought a few things there. It’s a little strange to buy groceries for home at the
start of a vacation, but there was nothing I picked up that couldn’t sit in the car for a week. Aldi is much cheaper than Hy-Vee or Fareway
on staple goods. We don’t have one in Algona, so I make a point to stop whenever I see one. [That Aldi became very familiar in the
past few months, since I stopped there almost every time I was in Rochester to visit Margaret in the hospital. There’s a thrift
shop next door to Aldi that I also patronized quite a bit this winter and spring.]
I got to the Quality Inn—Rochester at 2:55pm. The hotel reservation was in Margaret’s name, and she hadn’t arrived yet. I
killed some time by walking to a nearby Kwik Trip to get some juice. While I was walking, I saw her green Tracker driving up highway 63.
[I’d almost forgotten about the Tracker, since for several years before she died she’d driven a red Chevy Sonic.] Just a couple
minutes later she called my cell phone, asking where I was. I got my juice (which I rapidly downed thanks to the extreme heat) and joined
Margaret back at the hotel.
I spent much of the late afternoon doing some work for the school website. The school secretaries at Garrigan and Seton had
a number of items they essentially needed to have done yesterday. I’m always a little annoyed when people have those expectations in
summer, because I get paid absolutely nothing for working with the website. During the school year it’s part of a class I teach, but in
summer it’s pretty much just out of the goodness of my heart. People always act like it’s my duty to get things done immediately, though,
and they’re rarely polite in their requests. Perhaps most annoying was a request to remove an August activity calendar on our website.
I’d gone out of my way to create that calendar about two weeks earlier, because people had complained it wasn’t on the site and they
wanted to know when certain events were happening. Apparently the calendar I’d made wasn’t completely up to date, though, so now I
was being told to remove it. It certainly felt like a no-win situation.

[Not long after this the status of our website
would change. The Diocese of Sioux City, which is in
charge of Garrigan, required all their schools to have
websites that used the same template and server. Our
“official” school site is now run by the development
office, while the site I work with is now considered the
“student” website. While ours is still the more popular
of the two, the change has actually lessened my
workload a bit. The development office now handles a
lot of the immediate changes by posting them on
Facebook. What’s more, the office staff at both
schools has changed, and that’s also made things go
a bit more smoothly.]
Around 5pm Margaret and I headed in our
separate vehicles down to the Rochester airport. I parked
my car in the long term lot there, and we continued
together in Margaret’s Tracker. Parking at Rochester is $8
a day (with a discount below that for staying a week),
Bishop Garrigan High School website
compared with a minimum of $12 a day in Minneapolis. It was silly to pay the higher rate for both vehicles, so leaving my car here made
good sense. [Many times when both of us have flown, we’ve gotten park-and-fly rates at Minneapolis airport hotels. I really
don’t know why we didn’t opt for that on this trip.]
We drove south to the town of Fountain, where we stopped for dinner at a Mexican restaurant called Los Gables. Margaret had
a pork dish that looked quite good, but the chicken combo platter I had (an enchilada, a taco, and a tostada) was both bland and had little
texture. [Amusingly, I had almost the same thing at a Mexican restaurant in Sumner immediately after Margaret’s burial, and I
found it equally unappetizing. Perhaps I should learn not to order that particular combo.] I also had the weakest iced tea I think
I’ve ever drunk. It was like they’d just put a T-bag in some water and immediately taken it out again. Adding to my low opinion was the
fact that Los Gables had no air conditioning; in fact, it was hotter inside than it was outdoors. Margaret seemed to like the place, but I
certainly won’t be returning there.
We continued south to the town of Lanesboro, which is home of the Commonweal Theatre. Margaret is a benefactor of the
theatre, which entitles her to unlimited free tickets. Tonight she and I saw their production of Little Shop of Horrors. Almost everything
I’ve seen at the Commonweal has been first rate, and this was no exception. Every aspect of the show—acting, music, sets, costuming,
and technical work—was well done. The crowd was a bit sparse, but probably typical for a Thursday in a theatre that draws much better
on the weekend. [Margaret was a longtime high level supporter of the Commonweal. I’ll miss going to shows there with her.]
We drove back up to Rochester and relaxed a bit at the hotel. Finally around 11:30 we got to sleep.

Friday, August 5
Rochester, Minnesota – Somewhere over Ugavna Bay, Canada
We were up around 6am and had a not very memorable breakfast at the hotel. [Shortly before she died Margaret stayed at
this same hotel while undergoing outpatient treatment at Mayo. She complained about the underwhelming breakfast then, too.]
We had pretty much the whole day to kill, and we spent most of it visiting my brother Steve up in northern Minnesota. We had a brief but
nice visit with him and drove back south, arriving at the Minneapolis—St. Paul International Airport around 3:15pm. We were still quite
early, but that allowed us to go through all the formalities slowly and rest up a bit for our overnight flight.
We parked the Tracker in section 4-E of the purple ramp that serves what is now called Terminal 2 (formerly the Humphrey
Terminal). While I’ve flown out of MSP a lot, I’d never before used the Humphrey Terminal. All my previous flights had been on Northwest
(now Delta) and its affiliates, which occupy the much larger Lindbergh Terminal (now officially called Terminal 1).
We’d been led to believe that Icelandair didn’t actually have its own ticket desk at
MSP; their own website advised us to check in with Sun Country Airlines. There was a single
counter with an Icelandair logo above it, though, and a woman in an Icelandair uniform was
working there. She was pleasant, but checking in turned out to be quite a hassle. That’s
because for no particular reason Icelandair (or at least their representatives in Minneapolis) are
overly concerned with the weight of carry-on luggage. Every other airline is concerned with the
dimensions of carry-ons, often having a template that bags must fit into. The idea is that if the
bag fits into the template, it will also fit overhead or under the seat in front of you on the plane.
On Icelandair the dimensions didn’t seem to matter (in fact we saw a guitar carried on the
plane), but the weight of carry-ons was limited to six kilograms (about 13 pounds). You’re
allowed to check two bags for free (unusual these days), and each of those can weigh 20kg (44 lbs). Margaret and I had packed fairly
light checked bags, but each of us had far more than 6kg in our carry-ons. We spent quite a while shuffling stuff around to meet the
weight requirement. Given that it all ends up on the same plane, I’m not sure why it should matter whether the weight is in a carry-on or
a checked bag, but we eventually came close enough to complying with the arbitrary rule that the agent let us proceed.

We briefly browsed through a gift shop and then made our way to security. Several of the checkpoints that Delta uses now have
those new full-body scanners. Fortunately for us, though, the new technology hasn’t yet made it to Terminal 2. We had the traditional xray and metal detector, and everything went quite smoothly.
We had a lot of time to kill, so we wandered around the gate area—not that there was much to see. Terminal 2 consists of a
single concourse (called “H”, as in Humphrey) with about a dozen gates. While it serves big planes, the H-concourse is smaller than the
A and B-concourses at the other terminal that serve the tiny regional planes. What’s more, about half the gates don’t seem to be used
at al; the whole south end of the terminal is essentially empty. In the middle of the concourse is a restaurant, a bar, a coffee shop, and a
gift shop. There’s also a bank of vending machines near the far gates. Probably the most interesting thing in the terminal was a “Best
Buy Express” that was right by our departure gate. Best Buy Express was just a big vending machine loaded with computers, .mp3
players, and cell phones. People could (and several did) insert a credit card and buy hundreds of dollars of electronics straight from the
machine. [I’ve since seen these in several other locations. The concept of buying big-ticket items from a vending machine still
seems kind of strange to me, though.]
MSP frequently plays recorded announcements reminding people that they should not take other people’s bags and that bags
should not be left unattended. They obviously enforce that rule, since I saw someone in the gift shop being scolded for leaving a bag
“unattended” while he went to the counter to pay for a purchase. I must say such rules seem strange to me, since the bags in question
would have already made it through airport security. I’d be more worried that someone might steal an unattended bag than I would be of
it blowing up.
We had an early dinner at the airport restaurant, a place called Fletcher’s Wharf. I had a chicken quesadilla, while Margaret had
a pulled pork barbecue sandwich [interesting choices at a place whose name would imply it specializes in seafood]. They were
over-priced (what isn’t at an airport?), but tasty.
We sat down at Gate H-6 and had even more time to kill. Our departure was shown as “on time” on the screens, but the
corresponding arrival from Reykjavik was predicted to be half an hour late, making for a very tight schedule for turning the plane around.
In fact the plane arrived about forty-five minutes late, and we didn’t even start boarding until we were scheduled to depart.
While we waited they frequently made announcements that people who had checked in online should go to the desk to have
their passports checked. The website implied that you couldn’t check in online for flights from America (only for those within Europe—
where passports wouldn’t be needed), which is why we’d gone to the desk. It occurred to me, though, that online check-in would be a
way to defeat that carry-on weight rule. No one at the gate cared about carry-ons, just that the travel documents were in order.
The flight crew arrived, and it was a very young crew. The captain looked about thirty, and the co-pilot was probably in his early
twenties. With a single exception the stewardesses (who were all women) were twenty-something blonde bombshells. Both the pilots
and the cabin crew wore very formal tailored uniforms. That stood out, because I’d recently come across a picture of an Icelandic
stewardess from nearly fifty years ago, and today’s flight attendants wore almost the same uniforms as they did in the ‘60s.
That picture happened to be of Iceland’s prime minister, Jóhanna
Sigurðarsdóttir. Jóhanna (all Icelanders are normally referred to by first
name only) became a stewardess right out of high school. It’s entirely
possible she could have been working when Margaret flew to Europe via
Iceland back when she was in college. Jóhanna became active in the
Icelandic cabin crew workers union, and within a decade she was president
of that organization. That in turn led to a career in politics. She’s been a
member of the Alþingi (ALL-thingy, Iceland’s parliament) since 1978 and
led the Social Democratic Alliance (for most of recent history the opposition
party in Iceland) since 2000. With the economic crisis, the octopus’
politicians were voted out, and Jóhanna found herself leading the whole
country. I must say I’m predisposed to like a country that makes a
stewardess its prime minister. It’s refreshing to have leaders who aren’t
the wealthy elite.
[Jóhanna retired from elective office in 2012, having seend
the country through the economic crisis and approving a new
constitution.
Today she appears to be a respected elder
stateswoman, and her record as Iceland’s longest-serving member of
parliament is unchallenged. As of 2017 a center-right coalition is
back in power.]
Prime Minister Jóhanna Sigurðarsdottir as an
Icelandic Airlines flight attendant in the 1960s
Mentioning Jóhanna gives me an excuse to discuss Icelandic
names. Traditionally what Americans call “last names” have not existed in Iceland. Each person typically has a given name and a
patronymic. In Iceland, for instance, I would be David Georgesson, while my sister would be Margaret Georgesdóttir. The same
patronymic is retained after marriage. In modern times some people have instead chosen to use matronymics (like David Bettysson or
Margaret Bettysdóttir), and an influx of foreign workers has brought more and more “real” last names to Iceland In practice, though, even
foreigners are generally referred to by first name only. When ambiguity might result, occupations or descriptions are added (David the
Teacher or David the Bald), which means people today address their friends by names that sound like they’re straight out of the sagas.

While Jóhanna’s name could easily be the name of an American
woman, there doesn’t seem to be a lot of distinction of names by gender in
Iceland. We had a female guide with the name of Olaf and a male driver
named Elsa. Most Icelanders are named after older relatives, and apparently
a boy could be named after his aunt and a girl after her grandfather.

More recent picture of Jóhanna Sigurðarsdottir

When they called the plane to be boarded they advised us to have
our passports in our left hand and our boarding passes in our right. They
didn’t actually check the passports, but just wanted to ensure everyone had
one. The gate agent specified we should have boarding passes “for
Minneapolis – Keflavik only”. Better than half of Icelandair’s passengers
aren’t actually headed to Iceland. They just transfer there for continuing
flights to Europe—precisely what Margaret did back in the ‘60s (though she
tells me the airport is much more modern today). At Keflavik airport there is
a wave of arrivals from America in the early morning, followed by a wave of
departures to Europe about an hour and a half later. In the afternoon the
reverse is true.

As we boarded the stewardesses handed each passenger a 330 ml bottle of Icelandic glacier water. That gave me a nice
impression of Icelandair. The only time I’ve gotten water at the start of a flight before was the one and only time I flew first class. Water
is the cheapest possible way for an airline to make a good impression, and it’s nice to have something available before the formal drink
service. This particular water was interesting, as the plastic bottle was shaped like a mountain. I kept mine as a souvenir. [I noticed
while doing some cleaning at Margaret’s house this past week that she’d also kept hers.]
Also available on boarding were copies of the Reykjavik paper Fréttablaðid. While I couldn’t even read the headlines, I had fun
thumbing through the thing. In preparing this travelogue, I was intrigued to find that Fréttablaðid is distributed entirely free of charge.
They deliver it to every home in Reykjavik each morning at no cost. Presumably Icelandair also gets their copies for nothing. It’s the sort
of thing they do with the weekly shopper back home, but this is a real newspaper. Understandably there’s a lot of advertising in
Fréttablaðid, and it certainly is an interesting business model. [It’s actually a business model that American newspapers would do
well to copy. The papers that are actually profitable these days are mostly the free ones that rely exclusively on advertising for
their income. It’s not really surprising that the papers that charge $2 or so at vending machines are struggling to survive.]
Our plane was a Boeing 757. (In fact, the only type of plane Icelandair flies is the 757.) Almost every seat was full, but—
fortunately for us—there was a single empty seat in Row 30 where we were. I moved from the middle seat to the window, and both
Margaret and I enjoyed space between us for the flight.
The seats were supplied with complimentary pillows and blankets, another
convenience most airlines have cut back on. These were apparently sponsored by the Icelandic
sporting goods company 66o North, which posted its logo prominently. The pillowcases were
imprinted with an Icelandic lullaby, with words side by side in Icelandic and English. The English
words (which were obviously altered to rhyme) were:
Bye bye and hushabye,
Can you see the swans fly?
Now half asleep in bed I lie,
Awake with half an eye.
Heyho and welladay,
Over hills and far away,
That’s where the little children stray
To find the lambs at play.
[While I didn’t note it in the original travelogue, I kept the disposable pillowcase after the flight, which is why I was able to copy
the poetry.]
The head flight attendant announced that the plane we were flying in was named Eyjafjallajökull. I’m not sure how appropriate
it is to name a plane after a volcano that brought air travel to a halt, but we had no say in the matter. All Icelandair planes are named
after volcanoes, and I suppose this was preferable to Helka—the gate to hell. By the way, Eyjafjallajökull is pronounced roughly A-yaffyall-ah-yoke-ul. [Actually I goofed up that pronunciation. The “yall” in the middle should be “yah-ul”. Even Icelanders find the
name amusingly complex, though.]
… Which brings us to the Icelandic language. I bought a “teach yourself Icelandic” book last winter and did have every intention
of at least learning courtesy phrases and the like. I can honestly say, though, that Icelandic makes Russian seem easy. It is without
question the hardest language I’ve ever encountered, both to read and to speak. [We’re ignoring Asian languages here, of course.]
Supposedly the language is little changed since Viking days, to the point that Icelanders can read the sagas in their original form. If that’s
true, then the Vikings must have had better linguistic skills than I do. Once I sounded out the Cyrillic characters, I could understand a lot
of Russian—[surprisingly] much of which is based on French. Iceland mostly uses the same alphabet as English, but only rarely could
I figure out the meaning of newspaper headlines or signs—and forget about trying to comprehend spoken words. Margaret did somewhat
better than me, because apparently a lot of Icelandic vocabulary is similar to German (which she studied in high school). Even she would
say the language is difficult, though.

Part of the problem with Icelandic is that it’s one of the most heavily declined languages there is. Words change form from one
case to another, often in completely unrecognizable forms. English does this, too (“we” and “us”, for instance, are completely different
words that refer to the same people), but most of the time we use additional words to convey meaning instead of changing the form of a
single word.
Then there’s pronunciation and spelling. Without exception, every word in Icelandic is stressed on the initial syllable. That’s
why the prime minister’s name is YO-hah-nah, rather than the joe-HAN-uh you’d hear in America. The ends of words are often swallowed
all together, with no clear pattern for when that would be done. Most consonants are pronounced fairly similar to those in some language
I’m familiar with (a lot are more like Spanish or French than English), but the vowels can be all over the place. Accented vowels are
considered different letters than unaccented vowels (since the accents denote pronunciation rather than stress), and some strange
sounds can occur. An accented á is one of the more common letters in Icelandic, and it makes the “ou” sound of “house”. The classic
Icelandic toast is “skál”, which is pronounced like a grimace—scowl. Many different letters make sounds that to me are either short i’s or
schwas, somewhere between the “tin”, “ten”, and “ton” sounds in English. I’m used to the pure vowels of Spanish, so all those short
sounds and diphthongs took me by surprise.
There are three letters in Icelandic that don’t exist in English at all. One is the ligature “æ”. When I’ve seen that before I’ve
always pronounced it like a long “E” or a long “A”, but in Icelandic (and—Margaret tells me—in German) it makes a long “I” sound. The
other two letters are the thorn and the eth. The thorn (Þ or þ) looks much like a “P” and makes the soft “th” sound in “bath”. The eth (Ð
or ð) looks somewhat like a “D” and makes the voiced “th” in “bathe”. These are some of the most common letters in Icelandic. [These
letters existed historically in English; in fact the thorn is the origin of the “y” spelling in phrases that include “ye olde”. The
letters were archaic even in the time of Shakespeare, though.]
Finally there’s the matter of the letter “f”. “F” can be pronounced just about any imaginable way. The airport we were flying to—
Keflavik—is, according to various sources, pronounced either “KEP-luh-vik”, “KEB-luh-vik”, or “KEV-luh-vik”. When we heard people say
it, the “f” in question wasn’t really like any of those sounds; to my ear it was a harsh, explosive sound almost like the Spanish “j”. Almost
any other word that contains “f” is a trap for pronunciation. There’s no clear rule as to how it should be said—sometimes it even sounds
like “f”.
The good news for both us and every other tourist
is that it’s absolutely true that EVERYBODY speaks
English in Iceland. They don’t as a rule speak any other
foreign language, but they do all speak English.
[Government statistics show that 98% of Icelanders
speak English “passably”, and 75% are considered
fluent in English.] Some speak it better than others, but
it’s pretty much always possible to communicate with
Icelanders in English. There’s also lots of bilingual
signage, things like restaurant menus and museum
brochures are invariably bilingual, and many businesses
(and even the national government) have bilingual
websites. I mostly struggled to read and hear things out of
my own curiosity. There was no reason I needed to pay
any attention to Icelandic, though.
Icelandair serves complimentary beverages, but
Bilingual welcome on Icelandair entertainment screen
all food (except in “saga class” and for children under 12)
carries a price. Instead of a $10 salad or sandwich, we instead opted to snack. Margaret bought three different Icelandic chocolate bars
(a bargain at 450 Icelandic krona or about $3.90) and a plastic-wrapped piece of carrot cake she said was really awful (350 krona or
about $3). I bought two bags of candy, each costing about 250 krona ($2.15). Both were variations on the omnipresent Icelandic candy,
licorice. No one anywhere likes licorice better than Icelanders. [This is apparently true throughout Scandinavia.] One of the bags I
bought was little squares that combined licorice with strawberry and vanilla fondant. They looked rather like those petit four cakes they
sell at Christmas. The other bag held little brown logs that turned out to be chocolate-covered licorice. Dreadful as that last description
sounds, the combination of chocolate and anise was actually kind of tasty. I don’t know that I’d buy another bag, but I didn’t mind snacking
on this one.
The stewardesses on this flight were very busy. Iceland is about the closest European destination there is, just five and a half
hours from Minneapolis. [Interestingly, the flying time is exactly the same from New York and just half an hour less from Boston.]
In that time they served dinner and did three separate beverage services, plus they brought a cart down the aisle with duty free items for
sale.
I attempted a couple times to sleep, but never really did more than rest my eyes. [When I’ve pondered traveling to Australia,
one of the big negatives of such a trip is the fifteen-hour flight. I can’t imagine how tiring that must be.] Like most modern jets,
this one was equipped with individual video screens at every seat, providing a wide range of entertainment. I passed on the movies and
TV shows and instead watched the complete history of Icelandair and a report on their maintenance operations in Siberia (a contract
supplier to the airport in Yakutsk). Most of the time, though, I set my TV to flight information, which was mostly a set of maps that traced
our plane’s position through the night. [I do this almost every time I fly. It’s fun to watch the plane progress throughout the flight.]
We made our way north to Thunder Bay and then cut across Ontario to the tip of Hudson Bay. We were over Ugavna Bay at the northern
tip of Quebec when it was midnight local time and Friday night became Saturday.

Saturday, August 6
Ugavna Bay, Canada to Reykjavik, Iceland
I spent much of the rest of the night watching a rather encyclopedic
documentary on the history of rock music and dance clubs in Iceland. As it
was ending the stewardesses provided yet another beverage service, this
time bringing orange juice for breakfast. As I sipped my juice the clouds
broke, and I could see the icy eastern coast of Greenland below. We rapidly
descended over the north Atlantic, and before long we touched down at the
extreme southwest tip of Iceland, the former U.S. military base at Keflavik.
It was raining when we landed at Leifur Eriksson International
Airport in Keflavik—not a hard rain, but a steady mist that is apparently very
typical of Icelandic weather. We landed smoothly, though (and just six
minutes late), and before long we joined numerous other 757s that were
parked at the terminal. We walked through a jetway to the top level of the
Website arial view of the coast of Greenland
terminal, but then headed downstairs to immigration. They split the line at
that point, separating people heading to Iceland and those whose destinations were elsewhere in Europe. Both went through immigration
in Iceland, but the onward passengers then proceeded to a security check (because supposedly Europe’s security standards are stricter
than America’s) and the transit lounge. (While we couldn’t see and the travel books don’t say, my bet is that onward passengers also
claim their checked luggage just past immigration and go through
customs before they enter the transit lounge. It may also be that for
them customs and immigration are combined. If they have claimed
luggage, that could be the real reason for the security check—which
also happens at American airports when you have a connecting
flight after clearing customs.)
People who were staying in Iceland went through
immigration (where the girl who processed Margaret remarked at all
the unique stamps she had gotten from her trip to Egypt) and then
were directed back out to the tarmac. There we boarded a bus
which drove us forward a tiny distance (a couple hundred yards,
maybe) to luggage claim. [It’s really kind of strange that you
can’t just walk indoors this distance.] We got our bags (which
were mixed in with those of a flight arriving from Seattle), and then
proceeded to customs. Several officers were eying each person
who came through, but pretty much everyone—including Margaret
and me—just kept walking. Before long we were on the “open” side
of the airport and really in Iceland.

Our Icelandair 757 at Keflavik airport

All the workers at Keflavik airport were very young. The baggage handlers looked to be college-aged, and so did the passport
inspectors. We’d remark many times in Iceland at how young everybody was. In some cases people were older than we guessed
(perhaps the Nordic stock keeps them well preserved), but the average age of workers was definitely lower than it is back home. We
wondered (and never did find out) if some older people had been encouraged to take early retirement in the wake of the crisis. [In fact,
a lot of people did retire—whether or not it was their own choice is not clear—in the wake of the crisis. Many of them fled to
warmer places. Spain, Portugal, and Costa Rica all have large numbers of Icelandic retirees.]
I stopped briefly at the airport branch of Landsbanki (literally “bank of the land”), which remains Iceland’s largest bank even after
the crisis. For the first time in decades, I exchanged cash for foreign currency. When I’ve been to both Europe and Canada in recent
years, I’ve always used ATMs. This time I happened to have cash dollars, though. Some of them Margaret had given me, repaying part
of the cost of the tickets and hotel room I’d paid earlier. Another part came from a college student I’d been tutoring in calculus through
the summer. At any rate, I changed $200 in twenty dollar bills.
I dealt with a pleasant young woman at the bank, though I might as well have been at an ATM. The woman didn’t actually
handle any Icelandic money. She took my U.S. currency, counted it out, and punched the amount in her computer. She then fed the
dollars into a slot in her counter. A machine beside her then dispensed the equivalent amount in Icelandic notes and coins, plus a receipt.
It really was a strange set-up.
The official rate of exchange was 116 Icelandic krona to the dollar, which was down from the post-crisis high but still nearly
double what it was in 2008. There are always certain fees associated with exchange, but I ended up with about 113 krona per dollar,
which wasn’t too bad. I later did get money at an ATM and made a transaction on my debit card, and both of them were about 114.
Supposedly there has been a black market in Iceland that offered as much as 200 krona per dollar. We never encountered it, and every
shop or restaurant we saw took only Icelandic currency. [In 2017 the exchange rate is almost exactly 100 krona to the dollar. While
that’s not a lot less, it is enough that Iceland would be considerably more expensive to visit today.]

5000 krona banknote
[The picture of the banknote reminds me that both Margaret and I commented that the woman on it looked like she
should be on South American currency. The odd hat (apparently common in 18 th Century Iceland) is very similar in design to
those that are still worn today in the Andes. While the woman is rather obviously of European ancestry, her stocky build is also
not that different from the descendants of the Inca.]
Iceland has four banknotes, in values of 500, 1000, 2000 (rarely used—the only time I got one was at the airport bank), and
5000 krona. The fronts picture various people from Iceland (a writer who is considered the father of the country, a clergyman, an artist,
and a seamstress), and the backs show illustrations of those people’s jobs. For some reason the 500 is slightly smaller than the other
bills, and its design is also older than the others. The bills are all multicolored and have numerous security features. Absolutely no one
ever seems to check them for validity, though. Most likely in a country of only 300,000 people counterfeiting is not a big problem. [All
these bills—with the same designs—remain in circulation today. Apparently in 2013 they also added a 10,000 krona note,
though I gather it is not commonly used.]
Icelandic coins all have sea creatures on one side, and the value of the coin on the other. There are coins with values of 1, 5,
10, 50, and 100 krona. The 1, 5, and 10 are all essentially worthless, but you get far too many of them as change. Annoyingly, the 10
krona coin is bigger than all the others, even though it has very little value. The 100 krona is essentially the basis of the economy. It’s a
fake gold coin just slightly smaller than a Canadian loonie or a U.S. golden dollar. The 50 is also gold, and just slightly smaller than the
100, so it’s easy to get them mixed up. All the other coins are silver-colored. The 10 is big and heavy, while the 1 and 5 are the size of
a penny and nickel, but extremely lightweight.
Guidebooks say it is entirely possible to visit Iceland without ever changing money. That’s because absolutely every business
in the country takes plastic, and they don’t even blink when people use a credit cards for incredibly small purchases like a candy bar or a
can of pop. Most Icelanders have credit cards with embedded chips that they tap on a reader (the same technology that most public
transit passes now use), but all the stores have slide machines to process American magnetic stripe cards. No one objects to taking
cash, though, and it’s certainly easier to keep track of what you’re spending when you use actual money to make your purchases.
[Officially the United States has transitioned to chip-based credit cards, and certainly every card issued today contains
a chip. Unfortunately stores in America have been much slower to adapt the new technology, so even today we’re still sliding
magnetic stripes. Another issue is that, unlike Europe, American credit cards aren’t protected with PIN codes. Instead we still
use a signature (which no one ever checks and anyone could forge) to verify credit card transactions. That defeats much of
the security advantage of chip-based cards, and it’s part of the reason America still sees criminals hacking into credit card
accounts at a much higher rate than elsewhere.]
The international symbol for the krona is ISK, normally written after the amount of money. In a lot of stores you instead see “Kr”
written before a number. Some places will also show an equivalent price in euros, and sometimes they’ll let credit card purchasers
choose to have the transaction in either krona or euros. I never saw a price listed in dollars, but with the rate a little bit over 100 to the
dollar, I could just take two places off the end and get a high estimate of what things cost.
Keflavik airport is about 60 km southwest of Reykjavik. The only way to get to the city is by road. The options are a rental car
(which in Iceland costs about $100 a day, with mandatory insurance included), taxi (which costs 15,000 krona or $130), and a dedicated
airport bus. Two companies (Reykjavik Excursions and Iceland Excursions—Gray Line) operate airport buses. Since we’d made other
arrangements with Gray Line, that’s who we used for our airport transfer. The cost was for a round-trip was 3450 krona ($30) per person,
with the leg from the airport into the city priced significantly higher than the return. For no reason I can figure out, the other company’s
fare is higher, working out to about $35 for the round trip. While our flight was due in at 6:20am, we’d made a reservation for the 8:00
bus, assuming there could be delays with luggage or at customs. As it turned out everything went like clockwork, and even after stopping

to change money, we were still able to make the 7:00 bus. The driver was a little surprised to see us, but he agreed to take us and notify
the 8:00 driver that we wouldn’t be there. There was plenty of room, too, since the full size bus had fewer than a dozen passengers.
Keflavik and Reykjavik are connected by a mostly four-lane highway that is mostly limited access. The majority of crossroads
have freeway-style exits, but occasionally there are traffic circles or even stoplights. There’s also a short section just beyond the Reykjavik
suburbs that is still just two lanes wide. While the road was virtually empty, even on the expressway part the top speed is only 90km/h
(about 55 mph). Once you get to the suburbs there’s traffic circle after traffic circle, so you really don’t make any time at all. That means
the bus trip (a little over 35 miles) takes nearly an hour—even early on a weekend morning.
The airport expressway cuts
through the Reykjanes (RAKE-yahnase) Peninsula. I’d later find the
scenery here was typical of much of
Iceland, but it certainly was like nothing
else I’d seen before. Many guide books
describe it as a “moonscape”, and the
twisting lava flows certainly do look
other-worldly. It’s important to note,
though, that while the land is rugged and
treeless, it is not barren. “Moonscape”
made me expect bare rock, which is
what we saw in a lot of the lava flows in
Hawaii. In Iceland, though, absolutely
everything is covered in moss. Through
sunglasses the moss often looked
white, almost as if it were bare rock.
When I took off the tinted lenses,
though, there was every imaginable
shade of green.
A common sight along the
airport road is steam vents in the rocks.
Iceland has more active volcanoes than
anywhere else on earth, and with the
Looking out the bus window at rock and moss
volcanoes come countless hot springs
Reykjanes Peninsula, southwest Iceland
and other geothermal features. The
best known location on the peninsula is the so-called Blue Lagoon, an artificial hot lake formed by flooding a small valley with the run-off
from a geothermal power plant. We never made it to the Blue Lagoon, but we saw literally dozens of thermal vents before we even got
to Reykjavik.
“Reykjavik”, by the way means “smoky bay” or “steamy bay” and was named for the
thermal vents nearby. Lots of Icelandic place names end in “vik”, which makes sense since
pretty much everyone in Iceland lives on one bay or another. Every town in the country is within
fifty miles of the coast. The interior of the country is completely uninhabited, and many would
say uninhabitable.
Suburban Reykjavik (RAKE-yah-vick) also looks rather other-worldly. The suburbs
are built right on top of the lava flows, and they look completely out of place. The buildings
themselves reminded me of a low-rise version of housing towers I’d seen in Moscow and Kiev.
There are some private homes in Reykjavik and its suburbs, but the vast majority of people live
in apartments. Almost all those apartments are in boxy whitewashed concrete buildings with
brightly colored corrugated metal roofs. The buildings are a third the height you’d see in Eastern
Europe, but they carry all the “charm” of the Krushchev houses.
Greater Reykjavik is amazingly spread out. We were told later that the capital region
covers the same area as Paris, but only 200,000 people live here compared to 3,000,000 in the
City of Lights. Reykjavik was little more than a small fishing village until World War II, and half
of its growth came since 1970. Because of that, even with all the apartments it’s as spread out
as any American urban area. There’s lots and lots of green space in the capital, but also lots
and lots of highways and lots and lots of parking.

Typical signs on a
“pseudo-freeway”
(There are “no tractors” signs
all over Reykjavik.)

Reykjavik has the same sort of suburban business you’d find in American cities,
though in Iceland the minimalls are likely to have apartments above them. Also, you’ll find
almost no global company names on the businesses. Not only is there no McDonalds, there’s
no Starbuck’s, no Wal-Mart, and no Best Buy. Even European chains like Tesco, Carrefour,
and Aldi are nowhere to be found in Iceland. It reminded me of visiting Mexico back in the
‘80s—with lots of American-style places, but nothing that was really familiar.
A single Shell station was the only foreign gas we saw anywhere in the country, even

though Iceland seems to have almost more gas stations than people. The main brands of gas here are Olís, OA (which basically stands
for “Atlantic Oil”), OB (which stands for “oil and benzene, the word for gasoline in Icelandic—and, oddly, Russian as well), and—by far
the most common company—N1. N1 is pronounced much like the English word “inane”, but with the stress on the first syllable. They
have 123 locations around the county. Given that outside of greater Reykjavik there’s only one town in Iceland with more than 10,000
people, that really is a lot of gas stations. Every little nothing place in the countryside has an N1, and there’s one in every neighborhood
in Reykjavik. N1 stations can be old or new, but all of them are somewhere between convenience stores and truck stops. They invariably
sell groceries (at surprisingly good prices, by Icelandic standards) and have anywhere from one to four onsite restaurants.
They also sell gas, of course, at very high prices. Gas is priced by the liter, with odd tenths of krona in the price. At the start of
our trip a typical price might have been 239 6. The price went down a bit while we were there, so when we left 2352 might have
been more common. Doing all the conversions, that works out to between $7.50 and $7.80 a gallon. That’s actually down substantially
from what it was earlier in the year. At the time gas in America was right at $4 a gallon, the corresponding price in Iceland was about
$10. [Iceland is like most of the world in that fuel prices are primarily tax. Because of that, the price tends to change less with
the market price of petroleum. In 2017 prices in America are almost half what they were in 2011. In Iceland, though, the current
cost of fuel still works out to just over $7 a gallon.]
As we made our way into Reykjavik both Margaret and I were intrigued to notice “familiar” landmarks that we’d never actually
seen before. We’d both done a lot of reading before this trip, so it was easy to recognize things. The two big landmarks in Reykjavik are
Perlan (“pearl” in English—a glass dome atop six big tanks that store geothermal hot water) and Halgrimskirkja (an enormous modern
church that towers over the city’s very low-rise skyline). We also recognized BSI (the inter-city bus terminal that almost every guide book
makes a big deal of), and I recognized the names of many of the streets we drove on or crossed.
The bus dropped us off right at our hotel, the Fosshotel Baron. It was before 8am, so of course we couldn’t check in yet. The
hotel did let us leave our bags in a storage room, though. We took the elevator up to the first floor (what Americans would call the second
floor) and unlocked a padlock to get into the room. After locking back up, I had to go back up to the storage room there to get my camera.
For no good reason, I also decided to take my netbook computer. I’m not really sure why I did, since it would likely have been safer in
the store room than on the street with me [and Iceland in general is pretty close to the safest place on earth]. I did, though, and it
wasn’t long that I regretted lugging the thing around. It’s just about the lightest computer there is, but it still got uncomfortably heavy.
We set out on foot on the street behind the hotel, Hverfisgata (QWARE-fis-got), a busy street that almost every bus in the city
runs down. This is mostly a rather dumpy residential street (with lots of graffiti), but it also serves as Reykjavik’s Embassy Row. We
passed the embassies of nearly a dozen nations as we walked toward downtown. [It’s odd to think of embassies in a city smaller
than Des Moines, but of course this is a world capital.] We turned when we reached downtown and returned west on Laugavegur
(LOWG-uh-veg), the city’s main downtown shopping street. A surprising number of people were window shopping, but absolutely nothing
was open on Saturday morning. Even coffee bars and restaurants that advertised breakfast were locked up tight.
Margaret wanted some Icelandic cash, so we stopped at an ATM in a bank plaza on Laugavegur. At first she wasn’t sure she
wanted to use the machine, because the screen showed nothing but an advertisement in Icelandic. She put her card in and was even
more worried when the machine kept the card instead of just letting her swipe it. [On a recent trip to New Orleans one of my quiz
bowl students was worried when an ATM didn’t immediately release his card. This is typical for machines that are designed to
work with chips rather than magnetic stripes, though.] After a pause, though, it showed a language selection screen, which is typical
of ATMs throughout Europe. She pressed the Union Jack and was able to complete her transaction without a problem. Interestingly,
ATMs in Iceland give you a mix of types of bills. For a 10,000 krona transaction, for instance, you might get a 5000 note, four 1000 notes,
and two 500s. I’ve never seen an American ATM that gave more than two types of bills (and many have only 20’s), so I found that really
interesting. [It is a nice convenience to have a mix of bills, too.]
We saw a place that was open and advertised a breakfast buffet for 1590 ISK ($13.80) per person. This turned out to be the
breakfast room of a different hotel (strangely called the Fourth Floor Hotel—with the name on the sign in English—though I think it
occupied an entire building), but they also welcomed customers who came in off the street. The buffet was a bit strange, though most of
its items would match those we’d see at the Fosshotel Baron later in the week. An Icelandic hotel breakfast includes a wide selection of
crackers and breads, with cheeses and cold cuts that can be put on them. There were also a few sweet bakery items, plus a selection
of fruits and vegetables. Both here and at the Baron we had slices of cucumbers and red peppers, and chunks of pineapple and melon.
These are all locally grown in greenhouses and therefore comparatively inexpensive. There’s also local butter and margarine and
American jelly (from Knotts Berry Farm). There are repulsive seafood and processed meat items that can be placed on or spread over
the crackers. I never tried those. Then there’s American cereal—in particular corn flakes and cocoa puffs. There’s also skyr (pronounced
SKEER), a skim milk cream cheese native to Iceland that is used much like yogurt. The Fourth Floor’s breakfast was superior to the
Baron’s in that it also included hot items. In particular they had little mini-omelettes (with ham and pepper bits in them), silver dollar
pancakes, and tiny rounds of Canadian bacon in a steam table. Finally there was fruit juice (orange and apple), coffee, and tea. It was
quite a spread, and I made a point of getting fourteen bucks worth of value from my breakfast.
The two employees at this restaurant (a young girl and her mother) were not native Icelanders. I think they were Filipino, and
certainly they were from somewhere in Asia. During the boom years Iceland (like America) recruited a lot of foreign workers. Many of
them went home after the crash, but there are still a good number of people from Eastern Europe, Asia, and even Africa here. Mind you,
Reykjavik is still one of the least diverse cities on the planet (and fairly proud of that fact), but it was interesting to see that at least a few
of the residents hailed from elsewhere. [As the economy has improved, the number of immigrants in Iceland has steadily climbed.
In 2016 about ten percent of Iceland was foreign-born. The biggest ancestral country is Poland, and there’s also a fair number
of Lithuanians, Latvians, and Germans. The biggest Asian ancestry is Thai.]

After breakfast we had a
leisurely walk along Sæbraut (SIGHbrute), the main drag along the
oceanfront that ran in front of our hotel.
Sæbraut has a sister street called
Skúlagata
(SCHOOL-uh-got)
that
parallels it. The two function rather like
outer and inner Lake Shore Drive in
Chicago. Sæbraut is a semi-limited
access highway, while Skulagata
carries the local traffic. The waterfront
in Reykjavik looks rather like a low-rise
version of Lake Shore Drive, too. It’s
lined with glass-front condos that went
up during the boom years. Margaret
didn’t care much for these buildings, but
I rather liked them. They certainly had
more character than the suburban
apartments.
We passed a landmark
sculpture along the waterfront that is a
modern interpretation of a Viking ship
[though to me—and apparently a lot
of art critics as well—it looks more
like a skeleton]. Then, before long we
got to HARPA. HARPA (which is
Sun Voyager sculpture on the Reykjavik waterfront
invariably all capitalized and declines to HARPÚ and HARPOÐ in certain grammatical cases) is the brand new Reykjavik performing arts
center. It’s a strange modern building built of colorfully reflective glass. I mostly liked the building, but it has bizarre extensions on its
upper floors that stick out at odd angles and just look weird. Even those grew on me over time, though, and I had a generally pleasant
feeling about the place—which is totally different from anything else in Reykjavik.
Beyond HARPA is the old harbor. This is still a very active port, but it can’t dock the enormous container ships that bring most
of Iceland’s imports these days. The harbor is definitely the seedy part of downtown, though it’s squeaky clean compared to the equivalent
in most cities.
The harbor marks the start of Reykjavik’s historic district, though “historic” is a relative term in Iceland. While in theory downtown
Reykjavik dates to the Viking settlement in the late 800s, the oldest buildings there today are a thousand years newer than that. Reykjavik
seems brand new compared to Boston or New York, and most of downtown Algona is older than most of downtown Reykjavik.
Our first stop downtown was at a 10/11 store. [I have
absolutely no idea how to say the two numbers that are part of the
store’s name in Icelandic.] This is essentially a large convenience
store (one of the “octopus” chains), though they call themselves a
supermarket. The store was named after what were its original
business hours, which were far longer than what most stores in Iceland
are open. By comparison Bónus, the largest supermarket chain (and
also owned by the octopus), doesn’t open until noon and closes at 5 or
6pm. [Icelandic stores in general have extremely short hours.]
Many 10/11 stores (including this one) now bear signs that say
10/11/24, boasting that they are open around the clock. As far as I
could tell the only other Icelandic business to make that claim is N1.
10/11 is a very expensive place to shop. Iceland in general is pricey, but the
prices at 10/11 are extreme. I paid 395 ISK ($3.45) for a single bottle of Pepsi. It was a
big single-serving bottle (half a liter), but in the States it wouldn’t cost over two bucks—
even in a machine. [In writing this revision, I googled 10/11. Interestingly, one of the
results that came up was an investigative article that revealed that the chain raised
its prices on nights and weekends. Perhaps I was a victim of that.]
I also picked up some Fanta “exotic” soda (essentially carbonated fruit punch),
some packaged skyr (which comes with funny little fold-up plastic spoons), and some
Icelandic potato chips.
My final purchase was the ubiquitous Icelandic candy: Opal. Opal is
little disks of semi-gummy candy that come in cardboard boxes the size of a cigarette
pack. The tablets are not quite hard and not quite soft, and they’re chewy and sticky to
the point that you probably want to worry about loose fillings. Opal packaging comes in

different colors, all of which feature a pop art bulls
eye design like a Tide detergent box. I bought the
classic green, which is supposedly mild licorice
(the candy is black). I think it’s “mild” only in
comparison to the black package, which is
apparently much stronger. Opal red has a candy
that combines licorice with menthol to create a
taste remarkably like cough medicine. We also
tried rainbow Opal, which supposedly has
different fruit flavors. There are different colors,
but none really seemed to have any taste at all.
Rainbow Opal reminded me of an activity we did
back in Bible school that was probably intended
to promote racial understanding. In that activity
we ate Skittles blindfolded and tried to guess
what color we were eating—something that is
almost impossible to do. Skittles do at least taste
vaguely fruity, though; rainbow Opal tastes like
nothing at all. In preparing this travelogue, I
happened to read that there used to be a blue
Opal. That was outlawed when Iceland joined the
European Economic Area. The reason was that
the candy actually contained chloroform, which
Europe didn’t allow. It made me wonder just what
was in the nasty licorice. Interestingly, the
package warns in English that the candy may
have a laxative effect.

ABOVE: Website photo of Opal boxes
BELOW: Typical street scene in Reykjavik historic area

I also happened to read an Icelander’s
blog entry (written in English, of course) that said
Opal was a way of teaching children to be
alcoholics. That’s because Opal also makes
vodka and schnapps in the same flavors as its
candies. Children grow to like candy that tastes
like bad cough medicine (probably through daring
each other to eat it), and as adults they drink the
equivalent booze. On our way out of Iceland
Margaret and I bought airplane sized bottles of
the red Opal booze at the duty free shop, and I
can attest that the stuff tastes almost exactly like
Vick’s Formula 44.
The most common businesses in the
Reykjavik historic district are gift shops. It was
strange to see so many free-standing souvenir
stores, places that weren’t attached to a larger
attraction. We had lots of time to kill, and we
spent much of it wandering among the shops. While there was a small difference from one to another, they were mostly interchangeable.
The souvenir you’re supposed to buy in Iceland is woolen goods. There’s a long history of knitting in Iceland, and the classic design is a
gray and white snowflake pattern. The sweaters were lovely, but completely beyond the range of my wallet. The cheapest sweaters
started at about 15,000 ISK ($130), and they went up as high as 50,000 ($435). Woolen accessories were similarly overpriced, and they
don’t seem to sell cheap knock-offs in Iceland.
All the other souvenirs were equally dear. Simple T-shirts (few of which even had interesting designs) were a minimum of 2000
ISK ($17.50), and they could be as much as 4000 ($35). Coffee mugs ranged from 1200 – 2500 ISK ($10.75 - $21.75). Even simple
postcards were double what I’d expect at home—100 to 175 ISK (90¢ to $1.50). I ended up buying eight postcards at one of the shops,
and that was my souvenir haul for the day.
The one good thing about Icelandic prices is that tax is already included. Like all of Europe, they have value-added tax, rather
than an add-on sales tax. So if the price says 125 ISK, that’s what you’re going to pay. The problem is that the VAT rate on most things
is around 25%, and that’s the biggest reason everything is so expensive. Those who complain about taxes in America really should go to
any other country; our nation is a tax haven by comparison. In theory tourists can get much of their VAT refunded on leaving the country.
The problem, though, is that you can only get a refund if you’ve purchased at least 4000 ISK at a single store; you can’t add up small
purchases at a variety of places. I only made one purchase in Iceland that was big enough to qualify, and the refund I could have gotten
wasn’t enough to warrant the hassle of claiming it. For those who buy the sweaters, though, it definitely would be a savings.
We made our way to Austurvuller, Reykjavik’s main downtown square. It’s a pleasant public space, but more like the “plaza
mayor” in a small provincial town than the heart of a national capital. Several sources describe Reykjavik as an overgrown village rather
than a city, and that’s not too far off.

There was a coin-operated kiosk toilet at one side of the square, one of several scattered around central Reykjavik. I was in
need of a restroom, so I decided I’d use the thing. The problem was that while it displayed the British abbreviation “WC” in large letters,
all the directions were only in Icelandic. I couldn’t even tell what coin I was supposed to use to operate the thing. I went in without
depositing a coin and closed the door. Apparently what the coin actually does is lock the door, because it definitely wasn’t locked (and
someone pulled on it while I was in there). I was able to hold the door closed and do “#1”, though, and the toilet flushed automatically
without a coin. I’m sure it would be easy for pairs of people to use the toilets for free, with one standing guard while the other does his
business.

Dutch step dancers performing in Reykjavik
(Note the scraggly trees in the square.)

In the square we were
“treated” to live entertainment. I
use the quotation marks, because
the entertainment really wasn’t all
that good. It was a group of Dutch
high school kids in T-shirts who
were apparently touring with some
Christian organization. Their main
talent was step dancing, which I
assume must be a traditional art
form in Holland. I’m sure it looks
nice if it’s done properly.
Unfortunately these kids weren’t
exactly a precision dance troupe.
Their steps weren’t together and
occasionally they were off all
together. I think there’s a reason
they were performing in Reykjavik
rather than Paris—or Amsterdam,
for that matter. The school I teach
at is proud to have won numerous
state
and
national
dance
competitions, and the Garrigan
girls are definitely far superior to
the group we saw today.

We walked into a bakery on the square where we had a little treat. We had coffee and “kleina”. Kleina (KLANE-uh) is Iceland’s
version of fried dough. They are basically glazed doughnuts in a strange twisted shape. [Apparently this shape and variations on the
name are common for fried dough throughout the Nordic world.] They weren’t bad, and I’m glad to have sampled the country’s
traditional pastry. I can’t say I’d go back for another, though.
Icelandic coffee, on the other hand, is very good. The portions are smaller than I’d care for, but the coffee is robust and flavorful.
I drank it black (the way I always have coffee), but milk is always an option, and sugar cubes are always served on the side. The traditional
way to drink coffee in Iceland is to hold a sugar cube between your teeth and sip the coffee through the sugar. Since I really don’t care
for sweetened coffee, I never did that, but it is an interesting idea.
We made our way to the northeast corner of the square and waited a while for the main event of our afternoon, the My Reykjavik
Free Walking Tour. Sponsored by a company that also runs very expensive “ghost” walks in the evening and hikes into the nearby
mountains, this tour really is free—sort of. There is no actual fee, but they strongly encourage a 500 ISK ($4.35) gratuity for the guide.
The guide himself noted this with some embarrassment, pointing out it’s just about the only place in Iceland anyone should ever tip.
The tour was interesting, and certainly worth four bucks. Unfortunately Margaret and I were both dead tired at this point, so we
really didn’t get the most out of it. Our guide was a jovial young man who had an absolutely unpronounceable first name and the middle
name Elias. He apparently used to be a professional dancer before suffering various injuries. (I hope he was better than the dancers in
the square.) He gave an interesting, if rather rambling patter while we walked around the historic district. Much of his talk was about the
economic boom and crash. [The same company now offers a “Walk the Crisis” tour that specifically points out places related to
the crash and recovery.] He noted that a decade ago the government opened a dozen universities in Reykjavik with the goal of training
the country to be bankers and businessmen. Some of those universities have closed since 2008, and others have shifted their focus. He
also lamented that the new liberal government seemed unable to deal with the host of problems they’d inherited—something we can
certainly relate to in America.
From the business district we walked uphill into the oldest residential area in the city, a neighborhood whose name essentially
means “Old Stony”. The guide’s parents had grown up here, so he was familiar with the area. The homes here are typical of central
Reykjavik. They are individual houses, though many have been subdivided into apartments. They are built of cement, with corrugated
iron on the roofs and for facing on the walls. To an American’s eye, the strangest thing about Reykjavik—and all of Iceland for that
matter—is that nothing is built of wood. Even window sills and frames are likely to be metal or cement rather than wood. Wood flooring
(invariably imported) is considered very elegant, and it is used quite sparsely.
The reason that there’s no wood used in Icelandic buildings is that there are almost no trees in the country. When the Vikings
arrived most of the island was covered by scraggly birch trees. Even those wouldn’t work for modern construction, but the Vikings used
them for framing and for firewood. Quite rapidly they almost completely deforested the country. With cold temperatures, stiff winds, and

the weakest of soil, trees don’t grow well in Iceland. The stunted birches the Vikings cut down were likely centuries old, which is why a
millennium later Iceland is mostly a land of moss. There are some trees in parks in Reykjavik (though far less than you’d see in a
Midwestern town) and a tiny number of remaining stands of native forest. In most of the countryside, though, what few trees there are
look like bonsai. The guide today was one of several Icelanders who shared what is apparently a common Icelandic joke: What do you
do if you get lost in the forest in Iceland? The answer—stand up.
We paused by one of the stones for which the Old Stony neighborhood was named, and that gave the guide a chance to talk
about the hidden people. Supposedly nearly half of all Icelanders believe in invisible trolls or similar creatures that inhabit the holes in
the lava rocks. There are even professional
“talkers” who can communicate with the hidden
people, and when construction projects
commence the talkers negotiate with the hidden
people to get them to move out of the way of
progress. The guide pretty obviously felt these
were charlatans on the make [and pretty much
everything I’ve read that’s not specifically
geared to tourists says that very few modern
Icelanders actually believe in the trolls], but he
did tell some interesting stories.
We made our way down the hill to a
public square in front of the Alþingishúsið or
parliament house. Parliament is a small, simple
stone building built in the 1880s, and the square
is also far from elaborate. The most prominent
feature is a statue of Iceland’s founding father
who is supposed to be looking towards the
parliament, but in fact is turned at about a 45 o
angle from it. The guide suggested that the
distressed look on his face was lamenting the fact
that a strip club on the corner where he was
gazing was closed by a recently passed law.
[The prime minister made a big push to ban
adult entertainment in the name of women’s
rights. It’s interesting that the same argument
is used for the opposite effect in this country.]
We saw a churchyard where several
early Reykjavikers were buried and the bones of
several others were covered over by
construction. We saw the gardens behind the
parliament house and then made our way toward
the city pond, the largest green space in central
Reykjavik. It’s a pleasant park, but the guide told
us to avoid the water, which he warned was full
of “duck shit”. He then pointed out several other
attractions and made suggestions for where we
might want to eat in the downtown area.
Our tour ended a bit earlier than
A “hidden people” rock in the Reykjavik historic area
scheduled because today central Reykjavik was
hosting one of its biggest events of the year, the annual gay pride parade. The guide noted that he wanted to take his son to the parade,
and he suggested it was something we would want to see as well. Margaret and I never did see the actual parade, but as we made our
way back to the hotel we certainly saw lots of locals scurrying downtown for Gay Pride Reykjavik. What’s really strange is that in Reykjavik
gay pride appears to mostly be a family event. Lots of young couples (male—female couples, that is) were pushing baby strollers up to
the hill that overlooked the festivities. Everything was very laid back, with more the feel of a town fiesta in Mexico than the “Queerific”
festival in San Francisco. The feeling was much more “gay” in the old sense than the new; everyone was just there for a party, without
any political or cultural agenda.
That feeling actually makes sense in Iceland, because there is certainly nothing gay people would have to protest there.
Jóhanna, the prime minister, happens to be lesbian. When she took power, Time magazine did a feature on her because she was the
first openly gay leader of any nation on earth. In Iceland, though, no one cared about her sexual orientation. What they cared about was
what she’d do about the economic problems. It’s not really a surprise that same sex marriage is legal in Iceland. You get a feeling for
the mood of the place, though, when you hear that the Alþingi voted unanimously to make the change, with the Church of Iceland (a
Lutheran body) giving its full support. The basic feeling in Iceland is that people’s sex lives are their own business—and frankly that’s
the way I think things should be. [Since this was written same sex marriage has become legal in the United States. It was a much
more divisive issue here, though, and a lot of people still haven’t accepted it.]

We made our way past all the
apartments on Skúlgata and back to the
Fosshotel Baron (which, by the way, is
pronounced with a very Spanish “r”, rather like
BAH-drone). It was technically still before checkin time, but we got a room quickly and easily. We
got our bags and went to the elevator.
I must pause for a moment to point out
a peculiarity of the elevator. It had buttons for 0
through 9, plus a dot and a dash. Button 0 led to
the lobby, and presumably the dot and dash were
basement levels. What was strange, though, was
that the hotel had only six floors. I’m not sure
what would happen if I’d have pressed “9”. I kept
wanting to do that, but never did.
I instead pressed “3”, and we made our
way to Room 310, which was right next to the
elevator.
That was actually a good thing,
because the space behind the elevator made our
room larger than most in this hotel. The room had
a lovely ocean view (which was supposed to
cost extra, but didn’t) and windows that pushed
Crowd awaiting Gay Pride Reykjavik parade
out to open (very standard in Iceland). We had two single beds (the standard at even the nicest hotels in Iceland), two end tables, a large
desk, an easy chair, and a wardrobe. Everything was just a bit worn, but it was all perfectly acceptable.

View of Mt. Esja from Room 310 at the Fosshotel Baron – Reykjavik, Iceland
The bathroom was weird, and it reminded me of some of the places Paul and I stayed in Russia. The shower was not separated
from the main floor of the bathroom. It was curtained, but whenever we used it, pretty much the whole bathroom floor got wet. To solve

that problem they provided a huge squeegee we could use to push the water down the drain. There was also a sink with a glass counter
above it that was placed too low so it kept the sink faucet from being able to turn on with full force. Finally there was the toilet, which had
an appropriately modern Scandinavian look to it. On the wall above the toilet was a big panel with two metal buttons that together formed
a circle. In theory pushing one side would create a small flush, while the other side would create a big flush. In reality, neither size flush
seemed very big, and when the need was for “#2” it was always necessary to flush more than once.
The bathroom featured hot standard Icelandic hot and cold water, with mixing fixtures. Cold water in Iceland is potable and
comes directly from glacial springs. The hot water here is all geothermal; it comes directly from hot springs in the ground. (The same
water is also used to heat the entire city.) Because it is geothermal, hot water in Iceland has a pronounced sulfur smell. It’s not poisonous,
but it isn’t really good to drink either. Guide books warn about the smell, and several reviewers on TripAdvisor and similar sites complained
about it. Neither Margaret nor I found it all that bad, though. What was a problem was that the shower had some sort of a safety feature
that was designed to keep people from scalding themselves by running the hot water (which is nearly boiling) unmixed. It was set too
low, though, and most of the time we had rather tepid showers.
Fosshotels is a chain with locations all over Iceland, and they’re known for being budget friendly. As with every expense here,
that’s relative. I had pre-paid the room months earlier to get an early booking discount. The rate I paid was in euros, and I actually lucked
out a bit since the euro soared in value shortly after I’d paid for the room. At the time I booked, the rate worked out to about $110 a night.
Given that 24.5% tax is already included in that rate, if it were in America the place would advertise a rate of $88. I can’t say I like that
rate, but I’ve paid that and more plenty of times. The Fosshotel Baron wasn’t the cheapest place in Reykjavik, but those that were cheaper
tended to either not serve breakfast (which, as we found out this morning, adds a big expense), didn’t have in-room bathrooms, or—in
one case—didn’t even have windows in the rooms. [One of the biggest indicators that the Icelandic economy has revived is hotel
prices. I checked while writing this revision, and in August 2017 the same room would cost roughly double what we paid. Some
money could probably be saved by booking even earlier, but it would still be closer to $200 than $100. I checked other hotels
in Reykjavik as well. The Fosshotel Baron is still right in the middle, but even the cheapest places these days go for around
$150 a night.]
The hotel was also very well located for our purposes. It was really a good thing that it was not right downtown. Reykjavik
parties well into the night, with many of the clubs not closing until five or six in the morning. Away from the center, we weren’t disturbed
by all that noise. It was about a twenty minute walk to the historic area and similar distances to many of the city’s other attractions.
What’s more, the main city bus station was just two blocks away, and on a bus we could get anywhere in Reykjavik and its suburbs very
quickly.
Margaret rested up while I turned on my computer and wrote notes for this travelogue. [Margaret had an international
electrical convertor, which we used to connect the electrical equipment. That’s something I’ll need to look into if I travel
internationally again.] Then, after a couple of hours, it was time for our evening activity. Neither of us really wanted to pack even more
into this incredibly long day, but the tour we had scheduled was only available on Fridays and Saturdays, so if we wanted to do it, now
was the only chance.
After a bit of a wait an Iceland Excursions van picked us up and shuttled us to a big parking lot downtown, which happened to
be next to the main stage for the gay pride festival. We were directed to go into the Iceland Excursions office (in a huge modern office
building that is very out of place in downtown Reykjavik) and exchange our confirmations for actual tickets for the tour. While I was there
the clerk also gave me tickets for the other tours we’d be taking in the coming week. We then re-boarded and headed to an industrial
park in the southeastern part of the city for our tour.
Tonight’s tour was called “Taste the Saga”, and it explored the history of drinking in Iceland. The
van dropped us off at Iceland’s largest brewery, a company ( Ölgerðin) that also happens to have the
Pepsi franchise for the country. We walked past museum-like exhibits to a hospitality room where a
hostess from the company basically gave us a seminar on booze. She began by giving us big glasses of
Gull beer. (“Gull”, by the way, is pronounced rather like GUT-ul and means “gold” in Icelandic.) The
glasses she served were larger than a standard beer glass in America, and she made it clear that she
was happy to give unlimited refills throughout the evening.
She then traced through the history of alcohol in Iceland. The Vikings drank mead (fermented
honey), and she served us a modern version of mead the company makes. I found it overly sweet and
not terribly appetizing, but others in the group [including Margaret] liked it.
The lecture fast-forwarded to the early years of the 20th Century, when alcohol was prohibited in
Iceland. For a time all booze was outlawed. A trade pact with Spain, though, required Icelanders to import
Spanish wine in exchange for Icelandic cod, so the ban was relaxed to allow drinking wine. Soon they
also allowed hard spirits, but for most of the last century drinking beer was illegal in Iceland. The
justification was that cheapness of beer would encourage the poor to get drunk.
Our next sample (aside from the bottomless Gull beer) was what the guide referred to as “beer substitute”, which was apparently
a standard drink in prohibition-era Iceland. It consisted of low-alcohol near beer (which was legal during the beer ban) with vodka and
schnapps mixed in. A Swedish man at our table said he remembered drinking ghastly concoctions like that when he was a teenager.
Fortunately, I never did have such an experience myself, and a couple of sips of beer substitute were more than enough for one lifetime.
The beer substitute was followed up with a sample of “export beer”. The beer ban created problems with the British and U.S.
military bases in Iceland, because the soldiers wanted to drink. To appease NATO, Iceland allowed this brewery to brew a brand called

Polar beer (with a polar bear on the label) with the understanding that it was for export only. Much of it was legally consumed on the
military bases. What was officially destined for “export”, though, actually ended up at Keflavik airport and from there was smuggled all
over the country. Pretty much none of the beer ever left Iceland.
Next up was a factory tour of the brewery. We had to don hair nets
for the tour, something I didn’t have to do at Anheuser—Busch, Sam Adams,
or the micro-breweries I’ve visited. The tour was rather minimal compared to
other brewery tours I’ve done. What was noteworthy was that we were given
a sample of fresh beer that had been taken straight from the vat before being
filtered or pasteurized. While I really didn’t care much for it, it was intriguing
to try. My bet is it would be illegal to have that sample in America.
Back in the hospitality room we were given shots of the Icelandic
beverage, brennivin—which just happens to be produced by the same
“octopus” company that makes Gull beer and Pepsi. Brennivin is strong
schnapps flavored with caraway seeds. It comes in a bright green bottle with
a black label and has a nickname that in Icelandic means “black death”. The
stuff actually isn’t too bad, particularly as straight alcohol goes. Margaret
also liked it, apparently much more than the beer.
The final beverage we tasted was a traditional Icelandic Christmas
drink. It’s actually non-alcoholic. The stuff is made by mixing two different
beverages the company also conveniently makes. One is an alcohol-free
David Burrow in a hair net for the factory tour
malt beverage that on its own would be truly dreadful. The other is a creamy
at Ölgerðin brewery – Reykjavik
orange soda called Eglís Appelsin. Mixed together they form a surprisingly
tasty beverage, and one that does somehow have a festive feel to it—almost like orange champagne.
As people refilled their beer glasses yet again (in some cases for the fifth or sixth time—something that would have cost $30 $40 in a local bar), the guide told us about drinking habits and bar hours in modern Iceland. The guide confirmed what the free tour guide
had told us: Icelanders drink a lot, but only on weekends. During the work week you pretty much only see tourists in the Reykjavik bars.
The locals binge into a drunken haze on Friday and Saturday, but after noon on Sunday it’s back to normal. It’s like the whole country
has the drinking habits of a college kid.
When the beer ban was finally lifted in 1989, the government compensated by limiting drinking hours. That created mass chaos
when the bars closed on Fridays and Saturdays and everybody went out in to the streets en masse. The guide told us “there were horrible
queues for taxis and hot dogs”. To cut down on those lines at the hot dog stands, they started staggering closing hours. People today
begin their drinking at home, because booze is far cheaper in bottles than it is by the drink. They start heading to the bars around
midnight, and then they go from club to club to club, with the night’s party ending at a time when I might think about getting up.
The presentation ended around 8:00. When we went to the bus the driver asked if we wanted to be taken “to the city center” or
to our hotel. While it was still well before prime partying hours in Iceland, the vast majority of the group opted to head to the bars. I think
Margaret and I were the only ones who actually went back to our hotel. We were dead tired, though, so a night on the town was the last
thing we wanted.
It was still bright and sunny when we got back to the Fosshotel Baron, and it would be for quite some time to come. There isn’t
midnight sun in August in Iceland, but it never really gets dark either. Officially the sun sets around 10pm and rises about 3am. I was up
until midnight one night, though, and the street lights still hadn’t come on. The hotel didn’t have blackout blinds, but the drapes they had
did a pretty decent job of blocking out most of the brightness. [Margaret would disagree with this, but she was always extremely
sensitive to light.] After this incredibly long day, we were able to get a good night’s sleep.

Sunday, August 7
Reykjavik, Iceland
I slept quite well, but was up before 7:00. Margaret and I had our geothermal showers and then made our way down to breakfast.
There was a big crowd there, mostly elderly German people who were part of a tour group. The strangest thing about breakfast at the
Fosshotel Baron was their hot drink machine. It had buttons labeled “coffee” and “strong coffee” (with no noticeable difference in the
output of the two), as well as espresso, hot chocolate, cappuccino, Swiss mocha, and hot water. Guests placed china cups under the
spigot and pressed a button. No matter which button was pressed, the machine would fill the cup to just slightly over half full. I suppose
with coffee the remainder could be reserved for milk (which you could get from a little pitcher beside the machine), but it seemed silly for
hot chocolate. The amount was particularly awkward, because if you pressed the button twice, the cup would overflow, so we had to get
used to drinking three-fifths of a cup of coffee at a time.
The juice machines were also a little odd. They also were dispensers, where you pushed a button to fill a glass. A lot of
American hotels have similar machines, usually with plastic bags of concentrate inside that get mixed with water in the machine. Here,
though, the breakfast staff filled the machines by pouring one-liter boxes of juice into the top, and it took box after box to fill the thing. I
think the machine actually did water down the juice, though, since it seemed weaker than what you’d get out of a box.

I mentioned the typical breakfast choices in yesterday’s write-up, so I won’t dwell on them. My favorite part of breakfast in
Iceland was definitely the crackers and cheese. There’s an interesting variety of crackers available in Scandinavia, and the cheeses they
provided were mild yet flavorful. I also enjoyed freshly-baked sesame buns that the Baron would put out from time to time. They absorbed
butter like a sponge and were delicious with just a tiny bit of jelly. The cucumbers and peppers were weird, but not a bad thing to have
in the morning. The fruit was the most disappointing part of the meal. The pineapple was invariably tough, like it had been cut too close
to the core. It is interesting to think of tropical fruits being grown near the Arctic Circle, though.
We left the hotel about 9am and set walking west along Baronstigur, then street just east of the hotel. (Both the street and the
hotel were supposedly named after some baron whose barn houses some of the hotel’s rooms.) The area south of the hotel is mostly
residential, with small concrete apartment buildings that look like the sort of thing I remember from Coralville in the ‘70s. It’s a pleasant
area, though not exactly beautiful.
Eventually we came to a dog park, a small green space with walking paths amid actual trees. We cut through this and then
crossed under Miklabraut—one of those semi-freeways and just about the busiest street in Reykjavik. The city is set up so there are
sidewalks or walking paths pretty much everywhere. I was worried when I saw all the multi-lane roads with exits on a map, but it’s really
easy to get past them on foot.
Just the other side of Miklabraut we came to the Vodafone Stadium, a place that appeared to mostly serve youth soccer. It was
kind of strange to have what amounted to a glorified city park sponsored by a cell phone company, but if it helps maintain the facility then
so be it. Even stranger was that there was a little chapel one end of the stadium. I’m not sure if the soccer teams pray for victory or what,
but it was interesting to see. Both the stadium and the chapel were built like almost everything in Iceland with a concrete base faced with
corrugated metal.
Just past the stadium was a park area full of obviously planted pine
trees. It reminded me a bit of the area of Minnesota where my brother lives,
with a forest of pine trees growing in perfect rows. The trees in Reykjavik
weren’t nearly as tall as the Minnesota trees, though. I have no idea how
long they’d been growing, but they were just about the tallest trees in
Iceland—which means they were about the same height as me.
We followed a paved trail through the trees up a fairly steep hill.
Eventually we came to a concrete building that housed an electrical
Perlan – Reyukjavik, Iceland
substation. From there two gravel paths diverged. We followed one of them
and eventually reached our destination, Perlan. This is one of those buildings that’s like nothing else anywhere. They’ve managed to
take what would otherwise be a very ugly industrial structure (enormous concrete water tanks) and dress it up to be a really lovely building.
The tanks were built at the top of the highest hill in Reykjavik so gravity could do the work of distributing hot water throughout the city.
On their own they would have been an incredible eyesore. Covered with a glass dome, though, they’ve become a landmark and a tourist
attraction. It really is a fascinating structure.
One of the tanks no longer holds water, and it
gives you an idea of just how big the things are that
they’ve converted the space into a fairly large museum
devoted to the Icelandic sagas. It’s a very pricey museum
(1800 ISK or $15.65 per person [$19 as of 2017]), but we
splurged and went in. It turned out to be a very interesting
museum, and it almost seemed worth its admission. The
saga museum is basically a set of life-size dioramas that
depict different events that are depicted in the sagas. The
people are portrayed in silicone models similar to what
you’d see in a wax museum. They’re quite lifelike, and
some even do very limited movements. (The chest on one
old Viking expanded and contracted as if he were
breathing, for instance.) The admission includes an audio
tour that explains everything, and there are also written
descriptions (in English and Icelandic) that are slightly
different from the audio commentary. The place really did
give a nice introduction into Iceland’s history.
Aside from the Saga Museum, Perlan is a free
attraction. We could go up the elevator to the dome and
wander around the observation deck as long as we
wanted without paying a dime. The view is not exactly
spectacular, but it’s pleasant and interesting.
We
snapped a few pictures in every direction and then
headed back inside under the dome.

Sr. Katrín (Iceland’s first martyr) bring burned at the stake
Saga Museum – Reykjavik
The very top level of Perlan’s dome houses a revolving restaurant [apparently now closed] that charges 9000 ISK ($78) for a
set menu dinner. Just below that, on the same level as the observation deck, is a surprisingly affordable cafeteria. Margaret and I had
passionfruit and pineapple gelato cones in the cafeteria. At 350 ISK ($3) each this was actually one of the cheapest snacks we had in

Iceland. [In researching this update, I found countless reviews of the Perlan cafeteria, praising its low prices and excellent
gelato.
We took the elevator back down to
the entry level. In the lobby they have a fake
geyser that spouts a stream of water about
two stories high every couple of minutes.
There’s also a rather nondescript gift shop in
the lobby. The rest of the main floor is a space
that can be used for temporary exhibitions. In
August they had a display of photography that
had been done on the roads of southern
Iceland. We looked through it fairly quickly,
and I was amused to see that one of the
pictures was of a changeable billboard. I
snapped a picture of what I think was that
same billboard (though changed to a different
ad) while we were walking to Perlan. [These
days we see changeable LED signs all the
time. This was unique because it was
mechanical—I think made with three-sided
posts that turned to show different
advertisements.]
We took the other gravel path back
down the hill and made our way back to
Vodafone Stadium. We then walked past a
Changeable billboard – Reykjavik, Iceland
park that featured a very prominent nude
statue. On a bench behind the statue was a man who at first glance I thought was also nude. The man, who was sitting on the bench
reading, was wearing nothing but a speedo. He was more than a bit plump, definitely not the sort of person who should be wearing a
male bikini. [My American background shows there. In Europe it’s fairly common for people of all body types to be nude or
scantily clothed.] On our trip we’d see several people in Reykjavik sunning themselves. That was interesting, because the highest
temperature we encountered was about 70o Fahrenheit. That’s a heatwave for Iceland, though. Lots of locals remarked at how beautiful
the weather was the whole week were here—how warm and sunny it was. Typically early August in Reykjavik brings highs in the upper
50s, with overcast skies and drizzle. Compared to that, a clear 70 o day would indeed be sunbathing weather.
Beyond the park we walked through a neighborhood of lovely
single family homes, probably the nicest places we saw in Reykjavik.
Each house had a private yard surrounded by a concrete wall. The walls
were fairly low, and most of them had lattice tops. That made them look
less imposing than similar neighborhoods I’ve seen in places like
California. The yards were full of the same barbecues, swing sets, and
wading pools you might see in any middle class home in America. Most
made an attempt at a formal lawn, but grass is invariably scraggly at best
in Iceland. The area reminded me most of the neighborhood in Cuzco
where we had a home stay on our trip to Peru. In Cuzco our hosts were
clearly among the wealthiest people in the country. I got the sense this
was a well-off neighborhood, but I think it’s much closer to middle class
in Iceland. [The House Hunters TV show has done a couple of
episodes in Reykjavik, mostly featuring apartments. At least half
the housing stock is single family homes, though.]
Iceland as a whole struck me as very middle class. We never
saw ostentatious wealth, and even after the crisis there didn’t appear to
be serious poverty. The people dress neatly and fashionably, but not to
an extreme. Everybody has a car, but the majority of the cars are cheap
subcompacts. I recently read that Iceland is the happiest nation on earth
[part of a study I use in my Statistics class], and not having extremes
of rich and poor probably contributes to that.
We made our way up to Halgrimskirkja. This enormous edifice
looks like it should be the cathedral for the Church of Iceland, but in fact
it’s just a parish church for part of Reykjavik. [There is no cathedral for
the Church of Iceland. The bishop works out of an office building,
much as a Methodist bishop would. Halgrimskirkja is the largest
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church in the country, both in physical size and membership, so it
functions as a cathedral in all but name. Its tower was purposely constructed so that the Lutheran edifice would dwarf
Kristsskirkja, the Catholic Cathedral of Christ the King in downtown Reykjavik, which is also ostentatiously tall. Kristsskirkja
had dominated the Reykjavik skyline in the early 20 th Century, much as Halgrimskirkja (built between 1945 and 1986) does
today.]

The Sunday service was just ending when we arrived, and we were treated to a grand recessional and postlude on their exquisite
pipe organ. We were both extremely impressed with the music, and Margaret even bought a CD of an organ concert in the church’s gift
shop. [Both Margaret and I have always loved good organ music. One of the best aspects at her funeral was the music, which
was led by an extremely accomplished organist. The hymns were upbeat and reverent, and I’m quite certain Margaret would
have enjoyed them.]
Once the congregation had made their way out (mostly headed to a coffee hour in the parish hall), we poked our head into the
sanctuary. It was amusing that some Japanese tourists were there at the same time, and they asked the priest (which is what Icelanders
call their Lutheran ministers) to pose with them for photographs.
For as enormous as the church is, the sanctuary at Halgrimskirkja is actually surprisingly small. Mind you, it’s a big church, but
definitely smaller than St. Cecelia’s here in Algona. Everything is very modern inside, with a sleek Scandinavian sort of look. The focal
point is an enormous mural of Christ that is absolutely gorgeous.
We saw something in this Protestant church that would likely make Martin Luther turn in his grave. To the right of the altar was
a rack of votive candles. For a hundred krona, people could light a candle and say a prayer. This is a common feature in Catholic
churches, but classic Protestant belief would see it as a type of indulgence that goes against the Reformation. That’s obviously not an
issue in Iceland, though.
For tourists the main feature of Halgrimskirkja is its clock tower, which—even more than Perlan—is the obligatory tall thing that
must be scaled. They charge 400 ISK ($3.50) to go up in the clock tower [it’s $9 in 2017], although dishonest people could fairly easily
avoid the admission. Visitors are supposed to go to the gift shop to pay, and they issue tickets there. No one ever checks the tickets,
though, and it would be very easy to just go to the elevator (which is right inside the main door) without ever heading to the gift shop. We
were honest, though, so we paid before making our way to the top.

View of central Reykjavik from the tower at Halgrimskirkja
One of the most interesting things about the clock tower is that we could see the glass clock faces from the inside. That is, we
were looking at the clocks backwards. We also heard the chimes strike a quarter hour while we were there, something we’d hear again
and again all over Reykjavik. Halgrimskirkja plays the Westminster chimes, but it seems to play them in extreme slow motion. I think it
must take close to a full minute to go through the four measures that lead up to the hour—and another full minute to bong through the
hour itself. When I was growing up we had a grandfather clock that played Westminster chimes, and as it reached the end of the week

the chimes would slow down as the weights neared the bottom of the case. At Halgrimskirkja, the day didn’t seem to matter; the chimes
always sounded in slow motion. [An interesting, if irrelevant, side note … Googling this topic revealed that the actual name of the
classic clock tune is the Cambridge Quarters, since it was used at St. Mary’s Church in the British college town more than a
century before the Westminster tower where Big Ben hangs was built.]
The classic postcard view of Reykjavik comes from the clock tower at Halgrimskirkja. I had this as the background view on my
school computer through much of the last school year, and it generated a lot of questions from the kids. It’s certainly not the world’s most
beautiful view, but it is kind of pretty. The city’s roofs are what I noticed most. All those corrugated metal roofs are painted in different
bright colors, and they definitely stand out from the whitewashed concrete below them. Looking out towards the harbor, Reykjavik has
the feel of a quaint European village, the sort of place you might see in the middle of the Alps. That’s not at all what Reykjavik is really
like, but it does have that feel from above.
We made our way back down and then went out to the plaza in front
of the church. The main feature of the plaza is a statue of Leif Erikson (or
technically Leifur Erikson here) that was donated by the United States to
commemorate the anniversary of the discovery of North America. We
snapped the obligatory photo and then continued on our way.
We made our way back downhill to the park. The speedo guy was
still reading behind the nude statue, oblivious to everything. We crossed
Miklabraut again and made our way to the intercity bus station, BSI. We
weren’t here to catch a bus, but rather to have lunch. Margaret had read in
one of her guide books that one of the best places to eat was the bus station
restaurant, Fljótt og Gott (Fast and Good). When she mentioned that to me
on the phone, I searched for the place on the internet and came across their
website. The site is written only in Icelandic, so I had Google translate their
menu to English. The result was more than a little humorous, and it shows
why no one should ever rely on an automatic translation service. According
to Google, one of the dishes they served was “pork spine with diarrhea”.
Another item came up as “junk and pregnancy test”. While I can’t say either
diarrhea or pregnancy tests sounded that appetizing, I certainly couldn’t stop
laughing when I read that menu. I have absolutely no clue what either of
those was supposed to mean.
[Fljótt og Gott now has an English option on their website—
sort of. The menu is entirely an image, presumably scanned from the
menu they use in their restaurant. The words are all in Icelandic, and
since it’s an image, there’s no easy way to translate them. They do,
however, have pictures of most of the food. These aren’t the lovey
“food porn” shots you’d see at many restaurants, though. Indeed
looking at what is presumably barbecued ribs, it’s easy to believe they
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actually do serve “pork spine with diarrhea”. The rest of the appears to
have been run through an automatic translator. While it’s not nearly as strange as what we came across six years ago, it’s
still far from perfect English. For instance, here’s the “About Us” page, in its entirety:
Restaurant Fljótt og Gott is located at the BSÍ bus terminal. Its location is in the heart of Reykjavik central and within
short distance of many hotels and hostels. Its (sic.—the possessive, not the contraction) easy to get around as there
are buses and taxis around the corner.
Fljótt og Gott is one of Iceland´s oldest restaurant and we see that as a benefit for our customers as the years of
experience has made good better.
A visit to restaurant Fljótt og Gott is a MUST :-) [The smiley face is part of the text.]
We are a family oriented restaurant with huge selection of traditional icelandic dishes (including the world famous
sheep head), snacks, freshly baked pastries, open faced bread etc. At Fljótt og Gott whole family will find something
that all will enjoy.
Enjoy the traditional icelandic dishes, have a glass of White Wine and watch SKY NEWS . . .You can get burgers, hot
dogs, pastries and sodas, etc. while you wait for the bus.
Arriving early at the BSÍ bus terminal? Leaving your hotel early? At least an [sic.—they based the article on the spelling
rather than the pronunciation of the following word] 1 hour bus ride to Keflavik airport? Don´t worry as we open early
all weekends at Fljótt og Gott. Fresh fruits, coffee, Pastries etc. "to go". OPEN FROM 04.00 sat and sun.
We enjoy to get in touch with our customers. Write us and we will get back to you.
While it’s perfectly understandable, the website stands out because its English isn’t perfect. In addition to some grammar
issues, you’ll notice a number of capitalization problems. Most Icelandic business websites have are available in perfect English
by just clicking on a Union Jack. Fljótt og Gott is definitely the exception.]

While the background was amusing, this was definitely one of my least
favorite meals in Iceland. Fljótt og Gott is what you might expect from a bus station
diner, and it certainly isn’t haute cuisine. Both Margaret and I had lunch specials,
which combined meat, soup, potatoes, and coffee for around $15. The servings
were generous (except for the coffee, which again was just over half a cup), but the
food just wasn’t very good. The main course of my meal was ham. I was served
four thick slices, but the meat was tough and dry. I had the option of getting it with
“brown sauce”, but why anyone would want [canned] gravy on ham I don’t know.
(Margaret did choose brown sauce with her lamb.) The potatoes could be had
“baked or boiled”. The two choices looked almost identical. Baked potatoes in
Iceland are little round skinless potatoes that have apparently been put on a sheet
pan in the oven. I chose boiled, which were the same thing, but moister. The soup
was a green puree that Margaret said was likely celeriac or possibly asparagus.
Whatever it was, I didn’t care for either the taste or texture of it. I ate everything,
but I can’t say I enjoyed it much. [Looking at the full menu, we probably should
have opted for sandwiches—or perhaps those “diarrhea” ribs.]
We used the toilet at BSI. I normally wouldn’t mention this, but the
bathrooms there were memorable. What stood out was that they were lit with bluecolored tubes that made a buzzing noise like bad fluorescent lights. Margaret
thought they might somehow sanitize the rooms. I’m not sure what the point was,
but they were certainly weird. [Amazon sells a similar product they call a “UV
sterilization wand”, so presumably Margaret was correct.]
Cartoony chef on the Fljótt og Gott website
We made our way downtown, walking past the litter of the gay pride
parade. We stopped briefly at the Iceland Excursions office, where I tried to pick up a ticket for our return trip to the airport. The clerk
said I didn’t need one. Then we walked past a bunker-like parking ramp that was built into a hill and made our way over to HARPA. It
took a while to figure out where the box office was, but eventually I found it and picked up tickets for a concert we’d be seeing later today.
We went back past the parking bunker and then made our way down
Laugavegur, which was much more lively than it had been Saturday morning.
Every store on the street had banners in its windows that said “ÚTSALA”, which
was obviously the Icelandic word for “sale”. I think the word conveys the sense
of “everything must go”, because “út” is the Icelandic word for “out”.
Our single stop on Laugavegur was at the one store that didn’t have
an útsala sign. We stopped at Bónus, Iceland’s leading supermarket. This was
one of the few times the place was actually open, and needless to say it was
somewhat crowded. I had read in a couple of blogs that the crisis had brought
some grocery shortages to Iceland, and both Bónus and 10/11 confirmed that.
The shelves were definitely not bare, but they were sort of strategically stocked.
I remembered the stores Paul and I visited in Russia where jars of pickled the
same pickled vegetables would fill an entire aisle. In Iceland everything had
modern packaging and commercial labels, but it was definitely clear that they
were filling their space with whatever products they happened to have available.
There were also several products that were stocked only one package deep,
where the shelf could accommodate three or four more behind it. Passing
through the aisle, it looked full, but it really wasn’t.
That said, there certainly was plenty to buy at Bónus, and we spent
quite a bit of time browsing through the store. One particularly strange feature
of the store was their frozen food section. Instead of different coolers filled with
frozen goods, at Bónus they have an entire room that is one big freezer.
Shoppers open a door and walk into the freezer, make all their frozen selections,
and then take them out into the main part of the store. That probably saves
energy, compared to having customers constantly open and close freezer doors
or having an open tub freezer that ends up cooling the whole store.
We made several purchases at Bónus. I picked up two flavors of
packaged skyr (they sell it like individual yogurt cups, with fruit whipped in with
the cream cheese), some Stockmos apple soda (tart, rather than overly sweet
like Mexican apple pop), and a Bónus brand chocolate bar (which I think was
Bónus logo
intended for baking, though it was sweet chocolate). I also picked up some Bugles corn snacks. These were made in England and
marketed as a Mexican product, right down to having a guy with a sombrero on the bag. [It was only the corn that made them
“Mexican”, though. They weren’t nacho cheese or jalapeno flavor.] I also got some of the rainbow Opal (which we took to calling
“gay pride Opal” in honor of the rainbow target on its box), and Margaret picked up a combo pack of three different boxes of mini candy
bars—the sort of thing you might get at Sam’s Club in the States.

My final purchase was a beverage called Fanta 1 + 9. I thought this was another flavor of pop, similar to the “exotic” Fanta I’d
bought yesterday. Back at the hotel I tried some of it, and it was utterly repulsive. I later deciphered parts of the package and figured out
that what was actually in the bottle was essentially Fanta concentrate. What you were supposed to do was mix one part of the bottled
liquid with nine parts of water. The result was something like carbonated Tang—still not very good, but at least palatable.
I forget what the total bill was at Bónus, but it wasn’t all that bad—just a little more than we’d pay for the same stuff back home.
Grocery prices are all over the place in Iceland. I added several Icelandic bottles to my Pepsi collection, for instance, buying them at a
wide variety of stores. An individual bottle or can of pop could cost anywhere from 99 ISK to 399 ISK (85¢ to $3.50). I bought a two liter
bottle (in a really weird shape) that cost 450 ISK ($3.90)—just slightly more than I paid for a single serving the same day.
One of my more amusing souvenirs of Iceland is a Bónus bag. Almost every store here sells their bags rather than giving them
away free. (They do the same thing at Aldi back home.) These heavy plastic bags cost 20 ISK (17¢) each, but they do support quite a
lot of weight. You see Bónus bags everywhere among people walking down the street in Iceland, and they definitely stand out. They’re
bright yellow, with a bright pink piggy bank logo. The pig has a really bizarre expression on its face, like it’s been out at the clubs partying
all night. Before this trip I’d bought two DVDs of Icelandic movies on Amazon.com. Just last night (the night before I’m writing this) I rewatched one of them, and I counted seven Bónus bags in one sequence of people walking down the street. Everybody in Iceland seems
to carry one. [Years later I saw someone in Chicago carrying a Bonus bag. With that pig logo, it’s immediately obvious what
store the bag came from.]
The maid had not yet done our room when we got back to the hotel. Margaret was not happy about that, but she put the “do not
disturb” sign on the door rather than asking for service. The only real problem was that we’d have to make due with wet towels, since
they only provided two with the room. Margaret was also concerned about a lack of washcloths. I generally use washcloths for coasters
rather than cleaning, so that didn’t matter much to me.
We rested a bit, and then at 4:15 we headed out again. This time we headed down Sæbraut to HARPA. Icelandic fine arts
events seem to be scheduled oddly. The standard start time at HARPA appears to be 5pm, and that’s what our tickets were for. I’m
used to events starting somewhere between 7:00 and 8:00, so this was very early indeed.
Our ticket was for a concert of Icelandic folk music. It was part of a series of five programs featuring Icelandic music that kept
alternating on the schedule all through the summer. The show we saw was by an a cappella group. Its name, Voces Masculorum, gives
away the fact that it was an all-male group. They are professional singers who, according to both the program and the group’s website,
mainly sing at funerals. That’s an odd concept to me. At pretty much all the funerals I’ve been to the music is either provided by a church
choir or by family or friends of the deceased. Their website gives a schedule of fees, which range anywhere from 6,000 to 159,000 krona
($50 – $1400), so they may actually be able to make a living out of musical mourning. I’d bet most of them have other jobs, though.
The concert was in the Kalderon hall, the smallest of HARPA’s performance spaces. The place looks rather like a college lecture
hall, with rows of seats on a steep incline looking down at a floor space in front. The place seats roughly 200, but only about 70 were in
attendance tonight. There was quite a mix of people. Better than half were tourists (including German and French speakers, as well as
Anglophones), but there were some local people as well.
The concert was nice, although surprisingly short. There wasn’t much more than an hour of content, with a ten-minute
intermission in the middle. The songs were all sung in Icelandic, but between the songs they explained things in English. Also, much of
the time they were singing, English subtitles of the lyrics were projected on the wall behind the singers.
The mix of songs was interesting. We got the sense that much of Icelandic folk music is melancholy. Even when there were
happy words like “my beautiful green valley” the music seemed sad. About the only upbeat melodies were drinking songs, like one where
the words said “I want to kiss my bottle”.
Toward the end they talked about foreign influence in Icelandic music. The tunes to several Icelandic “folk” songs actually come
from well-known operas. We also heard two different songs with Icelandic words to the tune of “God Save the Queen”. The more amusing
among them translated into English as “brown bread with cream is good”. The next time I hear the British national anthem, I certainly
won’t be thinking of Her Majesty.
When we were walking around earlier, we had passed an eating establishment called Bæjarins Betzu Pylsur (BUYER-eense
BET-soo PILL-sir) on multiple occasions. Pretty much every guidebook to Iceland says eating here is a must, so we figured we should
check the place out. We thought it was just down the street from HARPA (which in fact it was), but somehow we got confused and ended
up spending nearly half an hour finding it.
Bæjarins Betzu Pylsur is a hot dog stand. The name essentially means “best hot dog in town”, and various publications have
listed their offerings as the best hot dog in Europe and the best hot dog in the world. Everyone notes that Bill Clinton ate here, not to
mention various rock singers and movie stars. The guides all say it’s the greatest thing around. I beg to differ. I’d take pretty much any
hot dog in Chicago over the Reykjavik dog. The wiener itself (which is supposedly made of lamb) was okay, though nothing terribly
memorable. The problem was the toppings. An Icelandic dog with everything includes catsup, mustard, fried onions, fresh onions, and
a sauce they call remoulade that is essentially thousand island dressing (mayonnaise with sweet relish). Everything—even the mustard—
is sickeningly sweet. There’s no tang or spice to balance it out, and very little texture. One of their dogs was more than enough, and I
was glad to have a cup of orange soda to wash it down with. I think the popularity really comes from the fact that pylsa (PILL-suh, hot
dogs) are the cheapest thing you can eat in Iceland. Bæjarins Betzu charges 350 ISK (just over $3) for their dogs, and I saw them at N1
for 229 ISK ($1.99). In a land of $10 burgers, that’s very cheap indeed.

On the way back from Bæjarins
Betzu I nearly got stung by a bee. This is
something that would happen again and again
in Reykjavik. I never did get stung, but some
bees went after me for a block or more before
backing off. This stood out because I’d read
in several sources (and it’s also mentioned in
one of the movies I bought) that Iceland has
no insects. Obviously that’s false. I will say,
though, that there are comparatively few
insects in Iceland.
No window here is
screened, and they don’t need to be.
Reykjavik is at the same latitude as Fairbanks
and Yellowknife. In the North American arctic
I remember constantly battling mosquitos and
no-see-ums. With no forests and no swamps,
the little flying critters aren’t a problem in
Iceland. They do have flowers and trash here,
though, and those two things lead to bees and
flies. Neither was a serious problem, but the
books are definitely wrong in saying there are
no insects.
On our way back to the hotel, we
paused briefly at the 10/11 store just in back
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of it. I bought another Pepsi product and a soft drink called Mix that had a pleasant citrusy taste. I also bought an Icelandic brand of
tortilla chips to snack on. My final purchase was one of the most popular Icelandic products there is: Kókómjólk. Kókómjólk means
chocolate milk in Icelandic, but only one specific brand carries
that exact name. The stuff seems to be sold only in single
serving plastic and foil boxes, like the juice boxes parents give
their toddlers. Sometimes it’s in the refrigerator section, and
other times it just sits on the shelf. The prices vary, but it’s never
very expensive. I think at 10/11 they charged 177 ISK ($1.55).
It comes in regular, skim, and sugar-free, though since the
packaging is only in Icelandic it’s hard to know which is which.
All the boxes feature a purple and yellow cartoon creature
called the Kókómjólk cat, so it’s very easy to spot. [Apparently
there was quite a bit of controversy when the cat was redesigned in 2014 and his color changed to brown.] I’d read
about the product several places while planning for this trip, so
I had to pick up a box. It tastes like any other chocolate milk,
but now I can say I’ve drunk an Icelandic institution.
I flipped on the TV when we got back to the room. We
received six stations in our room, five in English and one in
Icelandic. We had ITV from Wales, the European feed of
CNBC, Sky (the British equivalent of Fox), a British sports
channel, and a Christian channel that carried extremely old
American religious broadcasts (I’d bet from the ‘70s) that had
been captioned in Icelandic. We’d find later that the Icelandic
channel didn’t start its broadcast day until noon. In the morning
they run a weather crawl and a schedule of that evening’s
shows while a radio station plays in the background.
Tonight the Icelandic channel was showing some
overly dramatic movie, and I of course didn’t understand a word
of it. The most interesting part was the commercial break. As
in much of Europe, they take lengthy breaks about once an
hour and put all the commercials together then. That seems to
defeat the purpose to me, since I’d think people would
purposely plan their toilet and snack breaks accordingly. In
Iceland most of the commercials were very short, probably
The cat says, “Kókómjólk is best ice cold.”
fifteen seconds instead of the thirty or sixty you’d see back
home. I wonder if that’s not a result of the crisis, with companies cutting back on how much they’ll pay for an ad. Otherwise they’re very
similar to the advertisements you’d see in America, and the range of products was also quite familiar. I may not have known what they
were saying, but I could make some pretty good guesses.

Monday, August 8
Reykjavik & the Golden Circle, Iceland
We were up around 6:00 this morning, showered, and went down to breakfast. Today I made a point of having the brown bread
that “God Save the Queen” had told us was good. Icelandic brown bread is very sweet, more so than I really cared for at breakfast. It’s
a very moist bread that reminded me of the steamed brown bread my Aunt Jin used to make at Thanksgiving. [I read an article recently
that described American breakfast as “dessert”, but that’s definitely not the breakfast I typically eat. I’d prefer having
doughnuts, muffins, and scones as a midday pick-me-up. I’m far more likely to crave salty foods when I get up.]
Each morning we were amused by the breakfast employees at the Fosshotel Baron. Today there were two young woman and
a young man. I think they likely were from Eastern Europe, though they could have been local. While they worked the breakfast shift, it
was pretty clear none of them was a morning person. They moved almost like robots as they bussed the tables and re-stocked the buffet.
They certainly did work, though; it was almost perpetual motion as they went back and forth to the kitchen.
The breakfast staff wore black uniforms, something that appears to be obligatory for every waiter and busboy in Iceland. [Black
has become the norm for American restaurant as well, presumably because it hides stains well.] That stood out today, because
the boy had a white web belt with cartoon characters on it. It was strange to see this bearded guy wearing a belt I’d expect on a fifth
grader.
Something different at breakfast today was that some of the tables had placemats. They were strategically placed throughout
the room, though probably only about a third of the place settings actually had them. The paper mats showed Fosshotels’ different
locations around Iceland and used pictograms to indicate what features each hotel had. Many of the pictures were completely unclear,
and we spent quite a bit of time pondering what things like a square with four circles in it could possibly mean (a stove, perhaps???).
There was no legend, and I think I’d have done better deciphering Icelandic words than those confusing pictures.
Picture signage is
very common in Iceland.
One of the most common
uses is on exit signs. So far
as I know no exit sign in the
entire country has words in
any language. Instead the
white on green signs always
have a person, a rectangle,
and an arrow. The order of
the symbols varies, and the
arrow could point either up
or down, but the meaning
appears to always be the
same. I assume they’re
trying to say that people can
walk out a door ahead, but
it’s not really entirely clear.
[As far as I can tell these
specific picture signs only
Icelandic exit sign
exist in Iceland. There’s a
whole bunch of travel blogs on the web that make note of them. One noted that a few other places (Canada, they mentioned)
have people on their signs in addition to local words like “EXIT” or “SORTIE”. Those people, though appear to be calmly
walking out the door, while the Icelandic picture man is using the exit as “the opposite of Wal-Mart entrance on Black Friday”.
I’d actually noticed when I was there that the guy on the Icelandic signs was always running, which I suppose would be
appropriate in an emergency.]
We had booked a day tour today, and the bus showed up to pick us up at the hotel about ten minutes before it was scheduled.
We were already waiting, though, so that was not a problem. The driver took us to the parking lot downtown that they use as a mixmaster
for all their tour buses. While we were waiting downtown Margaret struck up a conversation in Spanish with a family from Barcelona (the
Trujillos) who were waiting for a different tour. While they appeared to be rather well to do, they were complaining about how expensive
Iceland was, politely noting that the standard of living was very high in Reykjavik. Before long our bus showed up. Our guide, a shavedheaded young man with a mouth piercing, took our tickets, and we began our Golden Circle tour.
Our tour began by driving through Reykjavik and its eastern suburbs, following those same semi-freeways I described earlier.
As we crossed a bridge the guide remarked that Reykjavik is the only world capital with a salmon river in it. Apparently a young girl
caught the first salmon of the season just last weekend.
The metro area ends rather abruptly at a traffic circle right at the edge of the mountains. There the road narrows to two lanes
(though they are in the process of extending the four-lane to the next town east), and traffic thins out a bit. [Google Street View makes
it appear that these days northeast of Reykjavik the highway alternates between two and four lanes, with frequent traffic circles.]

I’d read that outside of Reykjavik there essentially was no traffic in Iceland, but we’d find that was definitely not true. Traffic is not heavy,
but it’s similar to what you’d find on equivalent two-lane highways in the American Midwest.
Having mentioned traffic, I should mention the three types of vehicles you see on the roads of Iceland: cars, “jeeps”, and tour
buses. The majority of Icelandic traffic is made up of small cars. Icelanders have the highest rate of car ownership in Europe, nearly as
high as Americans. It’s a different mix of models than we see at home, though. There are almost no minivans, and we saw lots and lots
of sub-compacts. There are also tons of SUVs. Icelanders call every SUV a “jeep”, regardless of its make or model. Even pick-ups are
jeeps in Iceland, and there are quite a few of those. Unlike in America, I got the feeling that in Iceland they actually use the off-road and
four-wheel drive capabilities of their SUVs. Nowhere in Iceland is far from remote, rugged land, and the bulk of the interior roads are
impassable in ordinary cars.
There are almost no commercial trucks in Iceland. Towns around the ring road are more likely to receive their supplies in small
delivery vans than big semis. What does clog the roads with traffic, though, are tour buses. I’ve never been anywhere where I’ve seen
more tour buses than Iceland. The vast majority of travelers to Iceland do exactly what we did—they stay in Reykjavik and take tours
around the countryside. [Pretty much the only other option is renting a car and circling the coastline.] There’s a lot of different
destinations, and dozens of companies offer trips to them. Moving all those visitors around makes for a lot of tour buses.
[These tours are not cheap, and I was very glad we’d booked them ahead of time. Interestingly, though, the prices
haven’t changed much in six years. Given the steep increases in hotel prices, that makes the tours much more affordable these
days.]
The Golden Circle includes all of the “must see” attractions in the highlands east of Reykjavik, with a few others thrown in to
break up the day. We went through some fairly rugged mountains to get to Hveragerði (QUARE-uh-care-thee), the first town east of the
metro area. This is one of the biggest agricultural centers in Iceland, mostly thanks to greenhouses. They grow all kinds of fruits and
vegetables in what amount to indoor truck farms. We just drove through the town, but it was interesting to see the greenhouses.
East of Hveragarði the
highway followed a mostly aboveground pipeline. It reminded me our trip
to Alaska in the ‘70s, when the oil
pipeline there was new. The pipeline in
southwest Iceland doesn’t carry oil, but
instead hot water.
The water we
showered with this morning came from
the Hengrill volcanic area east of
Reykjavik. It travels about fifty miles
through the pipeline and ends up in
those tanks at Perlan, from which it is
distributed around the city. The water
moves freely due to simple gravity. In
fact, they purposely put frequent right
angle turns in the pipe to slow it down
and keep the pressure under control.
The pipe is insulated, so on the whole
trip from the mountains to the city it
loses only 2o Celsius. There is also a
return pipeline that pumps cold water
from the city back to the mountains,
where it is injected into the springs to
keep the supply from dwindling.
Our first stop was near the
Reykjavik hot water pipeline
source of the pipeline, at the Nesjavellir (NASE-yah-vet-leer) geothermal power plant. This is Iceland’s second largest power generation
station. It looks like a big industrial site in the middle of the mountains, although it differs from most power plants in that there isn’t any
smoke discharge. Almost every kind of power plant works the same way. Boiling water moves turbines that do the generation. The
difference with geothermal energy is that they don’t need to use coal or oil or nuclear fuel to heat the water; it’s already boiling when it
comes out of the ground. It’s actually the waste from the power plant (which would otherwise be dangerous run-off) that they use as the
hot water source for Reykjavik. There’s no energy that’s totally “green”, but geothermal is about as close to ideal as it gets.
One of the more interesting things I did at the power plant was to get up-close and touch the moss that covers pretty much
everything in Iceland. The stuff really is quite strange. It’s thick, with a layer of bound-up roots that extend four to six inches above the
rock. That makes it incredibly soft and spongy to walk on. One source I read described it as “mattress soft”, and that’s actually a pretty
good description. The rocks themselves are full of sharp edges, but the moss really smoothens out the landscape.
We wound through the mountains on the equivalent of a bad county road, eventually making our way to Þingvellir. Pronounced
THING-vet-leer, this is the single most important historic site in Iceland, and it’s also a place of natural beauty that is scientifically important
as well. The name Þingvellir means “parliament meadows”, and the valley between the European and North American tectonic plates
was the meeting place of the first parliament in history. A UNESCO World Heritage Site, Þingvellir is located where the European and
North American tectonic plates come together. While there are still almost no trees, the lush grassy valley definitely contrasts with the

rugged mountains that surround it. The two geologic plates are gradually separating. As they drift apart, the corresponding rift valley is
both expanding in area and sinking. Supposedly there is a bridge over a creek here that literally crosses between the two continents.
We crossed a couple of bridges at Þingvellir, but none was so marked. It is kind of cool, though, to think that the mountains on the two
sides of the valley are technically in different continents.
In the year 930 A.D.(50 – 60 years after the settlement of Iceland) all free men in the country were summoned to an assembly
at Þingvellir. “Thing” means “assembly” in Icelandic, and “all” has the same meaning it does in English, so the AlÞingi was literally an
assembly for everyone [or at least all free men] in Iceland. Þingvellir was chosen for this assembly because it was comparatively
central, less than seventeen days by horse from anywhere in the country. The first assembly laid the foundation for the future of Iceland,
and after that they met annually in the valley as both a legislative and judicial body. Over time the body morphed from a meeting of all
men in Iceland to a representative body. At the time the Alþingi was founded, Iceland was not an independent country, but rather a
commonwealth of Norway (the place from which the original settlers were expelled). However, its distance from the mother country made
Iceland essentially self-governing. Norway and Iceland were both absorbed by Denmark, and in the year 1800 the Danish king ordered
that the Alþingi be disbanded. It was re-established in 1845 at Reykjavik. Iceland finally became independent during World War II, and
the thousand year-old Alþingi morphed once again into the government of the republic.

David Burrow at Þingvellir National Park – Iceland
While the government has moved to the city, Þingvellir (now a national park) is still a sort of ceremonial capital for the country.
The prime minister’s official residence is here (though in reality she lives in a private apartment in Reykjavik), visiting dignitaries are
received here, and formal national celebrations are held here. There’s also a historic church located in the village at Þingvellir.
Þingvellir is the one place we visited on a tour where I would have liked to have spent more time. We were herded through the
place quite quickly, though. The bus parked on the North American side of the mountains, and we walked down and met it again in the
valley. We didn’t even take time to look at their visitors’ center. [It’s got to be difficult for tour companies to plan the appropriate
time to spend at various places. I’ll find when we do our quiz bowl trips that there’s kids who could spend all day in certain
spots and others who are bored after half an hour. There’s a delicate balance in planning for a group. No matter what they do,
it’s unlikely everyone will be entirely happy. Had we gone with the car rental option, we could have taken whatever length of
time we wanted at each site. That would have required that we drive in a foreign country, though, and it would have required
finding and paying for parking throughout the trip. Most importantly, though, we’d also have missed out on the introductory
presentations that the guides gave on the bus. Those explanations are really how we got to know the country.]

The main thing we saw was the Law Rock
(Lóberg) where the speaker (who in the Middle Ages had
literally memorized every law of Iceland) presided over the
assembly in a natural amphitheater below. We also saw
the tent site. Concurrent with the assembly each year they
had a huge trade fair, with merchant and craft tents spread
throughout the valley. That’s all empty today, but I could
imagine something that looked like the grounds of a
modern-day renaissance festival.
The bridges at Thingvellir have interesting
pictorial signs that advise visitors not to throw coins into
the creek below. I’m not sure it would have occurred to
me to use such a place as a wishing well, but obviously
this has been a popular idea with others.
On the way down from the Law Rock I tripped on
some steps and twisted my ankle badly. There was no
real damage done, but I limped my way through the rest of
the day. It’s weird to me that I’ve twisted an ankle
countless times in my life, and it’s always my right ankle
Icelandic flag by the law rock at Þingvellir
that I hurt. I even broke that same ankle back when I was
in high school. The left ankle has never been a problem, though. I’m not sure why one side should be more prone to injury than the
other.
We left Þingvellir and Lake Þingvallavatn, a lovely body of water lined with summer cottages that belong to Reykjavik’s movers
and shakers. Summer cottages are really quite common in Iceland, even among those of more modest means. All over the countryside
we saw little pre-fab buildings that looked like they belonged in a 1950s motel court. Those are the common people’s summer cottages,
and it’s very common for Icelanders to spend their vacations and long weekends relaxing in them. [I assume that on weekends the
traffic on the roads out of Reykjavik is much like it is in Minnesota, when everyone heads to their cabins.]
As we neared the town of Laugarvatn (LOG-uh-vah-t’n) someone in the back jumped up and exclaimed the bus was on fire.
While there was no real shoulder on the road, the driver pulled off as best he could to check things out, and we all got out of the bus to
wait. Apparently those who were in the back noticed that it was getting warmer and warmer back there. At first they thought there was
some sort of problem with the air conditioning, but before long the floor in front of their seats became too hot to touch. It turned out the
bus’s cooling system had broken down. Fortunately, the problem occurred in a comparatively opportune place. Most of the rural roads
in Iceland have no cell phone reception. Since we were near a town, though, the driver and guide were able to get a signal and call the
main office in Reykjavik to let them know of the problem.

LEFT: Smoke coming out of the bus engine
RIGHT: N1 gas station – Laugarvatn, Iceland
The guide told us that Iceland Excursions would either send someone to fix the bus or else they’d send a new bus in which we’d
continue the tour. Either way it would take about an hour and a half for help to come up from the capital. We were stopped about halfway
down a mountain, and the guide had the whole group walk down to the bottom of the mountain (probably about a mile), where we waited
at an N1 gas station in the town. While the walk probably taxed the limit for some of the older people in our group, we really were quite
fortunate that the bus broke down so close to a town. Particularly away from the coast, towns are very far apart in Iceland. The walk
could easily have been ten or fifteen miles instead of one. It was also good that the weather was pleasant. It was sunny and in the 60s,
which made for good walking weather.
We had nearly an hour to kill at N1, and I at least checked out everything there was to see there. I think the place must serve
as a sort of general store for Laugarvatn, because they had an amazingly large selection of groceries, plus a lot of dry goods in stock.
Margaret and I bought some skyr, cookies, and juice that we snacked on in lieu of lunch. The place also had a short order counter, and

most of the group had hot dogs, burgers, or pizza slices there. We were scheduled to have a lunch break later in the trip, but eating here
allowed us to make up a bit of time once we got moving again.
For a convenience store in the middle of nowhere, the prices on everything
here were extremely reasonable. In fact, most of them were among the cheapest we
saw in Iceland. Thanks to their reasonable prices, I made one of my biggest purchases
of the trip at the N1 in Laugarvatn. I bought an Icelandic wool knit cap. I’d seen
essentially the same thing at gift shops in Reykjavik for around 4000 ISK ($35), but at
the gas station they had it for 2650 ($23). [I suspect the yarn was either a lower
grade of wool or perhaps even a blend. It looks just like all the other Icelandic
woolen goods, though.] I’ve never been a huge fan of knit caps, and I probably will
only wear this one on the coldest days of winter. I like the souvenir, though, and it’s
infinitely more affordable than the scarves and sweaters. [I still have it, though—as
I predicted here—I almost never wear it.]
Wool cap from N1
My other souvenir from N1 cost exactly 100 ISK (89¢). They had one of those
coin machines that dispenses little prizes instead of gumballs, and I got a classic superball. I don’t think I’d played with one of those since
I was the suggested age of kid, but it was fun to bounce the thing around a couple times as I waited.
Before too long our guide announced that a replacement bus was here, and he told us it was a big bus. He didn’t lie. Our group
nearly filled what I would describe as a big bus for the first part of the trip. The bus that broke down was similar in size to a school bus,
but with more comfortable seats. The replacement had about a dozen more seats, and it was also a much higher profile vehicle. We
had to go up six steps to get from ground level to the aisle. I assume the company tries to match its vehicles to the sizes of the tour
groups, and the replacement was available because there was no tour of this size leaving today. While my ankle hurt going up all the
steps, I was certainly thankful to have a bus in which we could continue the tour.
There was a bit of a delay as they moved big barrels of water from the aisle of the new bus into the old one. I assume the plan
was to drive the old bus back to Reykjavik, adding water as necessary to keep it from overheating. Once they got the water transferred,
we were on our way again.
Our next stop was at
Gullfoss (pronounced more
like GUT-ul-foss) [the doublel in Icelandic is pronounced
much like the swallowing
sound a British person
would make in saying a word
like
“bottle”],
which
supposedly means “golden
waterfall” in Icelandic. I must
say that name did not bring the
best visions to my mind. I
pictured the old Norse gods
standing at the top of the
mountain
and
relieving
themselves.
It’s probably
fortunate that there is nothing
at all golden about the falls.
What is noteworthy about them
is that their mist tends to create
rainbows, which they did
today. Gullfoss is considered
the most beautiful waterfall in
Iceland, and it really is quite
pretty.
It’s also interesting
because you can see the
glacier that feeds the falls up at
the top of the mountain and
David Burrow at Gullfoss
you can also see where the
falls are starting to carve a canyon. [Gullfoss really is spectacularly beautiful. Though not the largest, it’s easily one of the nicest
waterfalls I’ve seen anywhere in the world.]
Gullfoss would have been our scheduled lunch break, and I think they paused nearly as long as the scheduled time here. We
certainly spent more time than was necessary to just snap the obligatory pictures. We even had time to go through the gift shop, where
the sales people were all obviously from places other than Iceland (one was even Asian). Even after our scheduled return tim e, we
waited some more. A young couple from Spain hadn’t yet returned. Nearly fifteen minutes late, they came ambling back with no apology
or explanation for their tardiness.

We made our way on to Geysir (pronounced GAY-sir), the waterspout
for which all other geysers on earth are named. Geysir just sort of bubbles
these days; it erupts only when there are earthquakes in the immediate area.
The impressive geyser here is called Strokkur (pronounced like what you might
do when petting a cat—“stroke her”). Strokkur has to be the best geyser for
tourists anywhere in the world, because it makes an impressive eruption about
every five minutes. We missed one eruption of it, but we just stood around
with our cameras on, and before they reset it erupted again.
We’d see Strokkur erupt several more times before we left. Again we
were allotted generous time to see all the geysers and hot springs in the
thermal area. The same Spanish couple was again late returning. This time,
though, they were not the latest. A woman from Canada was even later. Her
husband was quite embarrassed by her tardiness, and he ended up setting off
on foot to get her. The woman seemed completely oblivious—though she was
wearing a watch and we had been told a specific departure time. [This, of
course, is the problem with tours. You always go at the speed of the
slowest participant.]

Strokkur geyser

The people on the tour were from all over the world. The vast majority
were from Europe, and they represented just about every country on the
continent. The tour was given in English only, but everyone seemed to
understand the narration with no problem. About the only other Americans in
the group were seated across the aisle from us. They were a wealthy family
from southern Illinois who were obviously on some sort of package trip [a
cruise, I think] where different day tours were options. They were debating
which tours they should do to pack their schedule full, without overwhelming
themselves.

The Illinoisans didn’t seem to have done a lot of research on the day tours. They were surprised that this one lasted a full day
and were apparently going to be cutting things quite close with some evening activity they had planned. That may be because there are
several different variations on the Golden Circle tour. Ours was the “Golden Circle Classic”, which is the longest and most inclusive of
them. There are shorter ones that focus only on the “big three” (Þingvellir, Gullfoss, and Geysir) and manage to cram them into a morning
or an afternoon.

LEFT: Skálholt Church
RIGHT: Typical grave marker in Skálholt cemetery

The classic tour had one more stop, which was at Skálholt (SCOWL-hold) Church, the historic home of the Church of Iceland.
Iceland underwent a very peaceful conversion to Christianity around the year 1000, and Skálholt was originally one of two Roman Catholic
cathedrals in the country. The patron saint of Iceland, St. Þorlákur was an early Bishop of Skálholt. (Interestingly, the Alþingi declared
St. Thor [or more often Thorlack] the national patron 1198, but he wasn’t actually canonized by the Catholic church until 1984—almost
800 years later.) The country was forcibly converted to Lutheranism when its Danish rulers became Protestant, and in 1550 the last
Catholic bishop was executed. Apparently that bishop was not all that serious about his vows, though, as he was beheaded together
with his two sons. The church then became a Lutheran cathedral—a term I don’t generally think of as describing a Protestant church.
A series of earthquakes and volcanic eruptions destroyed ten different church buildings (both Catholic and Lutheran) constructed
on this site. Skálholt was abandoned in the 1810, with the bishop moving to Reykjavik. The current building on the sight (considered an
ancillary cathedral served from Reykjavik) was built in the late 20 th Century to celebrate the millennium of Christianity in Iceland as a gift
from the other national Lutheran churches of Scandinavia. It looks like a small country church in America, kind of like the churches on
the Old Threshers grounds in my old home town of Mt. Pleasant. It is a handsome little place of worship, though.
After seeing the church I spent a while walking through the cemetery on the site. I’d found in one of the DVDs I’d bought that
Icelandic graves tend to be marked with simple white crosses [without even names], and that was the case with most of this cemetery.
It was certainly not elaborate, but it was quite dignified.
Underneath the church they have a display of the remains of a 12th Century bishop. A sign said there was an admission to view
the remains, so I did not go in. Margaret said that just past that sign there was another sign saying admission was free, so she did view
it herself. I’m not sure why they’d have the conflicting signs, but I wish the free one had come first.
It was no surprise that we were again delayed leaving Skálholt. This time it was the matriarch of the Illinois family who was late,
apparently having spent quite a bit of time in the restroom. She was quite apologetic, which was only appropriate since she had been
one of the loudest complainers when the Spaniards were tardy earlier.
Staying on schedule is always a problem with group tours, particularly those where the attractions require walking around a fairly
large area. People go at different speeds, and it’s easy for them to lose track of time. I’m not sure there’s an easy way to solve the
problem, but it does get frustrating for those in the group who keep on time.
Once we left Skálholt, the final leg of our journey was through a farm area near the town of Selfoss. For a place further north
than most of Siberia, Iceland has a surprising amount of agriculture. [That’s kind of a strange statement, since Siberia—which is at
the latitude of the Canadian prairies—also has a sizeable amount of farms.] There are sheep all over the place, mostly munching
on the moss that fills the hillsides. (That sheep also like birch trees is another reason often given for the country’s deforestation.) There
are also a lot of horses in Iceland, all of a specific breed with a smaller stature that makes the adults look like ponies. [The guides made
a big deal about the Icelandic horses, but basically they just look like small horses.] We also saw some cattle, which graze “free
range” and are mostly raised for dairy products. They grow some crops, mostly root vegetables like carrots and potatoes. Those are in
crowded small fields that look more like large gardens than cropland.
The main crop they grow is hay. There’s
lots and lots and lots of hay in Iceland. They
apparently get two harvests of hay a year, which
they use to feed the sheep and horses in the
winter. They use mechanical baling equipment to
form the hay into small cylindrical bales, roughly
the size of the traditional square bales you used
to see in America. Invariably the bales are then
covered in plastic sheeting. We saw little green
and white plastic-covered bales all over southern
Iceland. I suppose the elements must be tough
on hay if it’s left “naked”, but all that plasticwrapped hay was certainly a sight to see.

Stack of plastic-covered hay bales near Selfoss, Iceland

As we neared Reykjavik we had a good
view of Helka, one of the largest volcanoes in
Iceland and the source of most of the steam vents
that supply Reykjavik’s heat, water, and power.
Helka was so named because it was traditionally
considered the gate to hell, and until the late 19 th
Century no one dared to even climb the
mountain. It is interesting that the gateway to hell
is actually one of the tamer volcanoes in Iceland.

We got back to Reykjavik around 6pm, roughly two hours behind schedule. When tour buses return they drop off guests at their
hotels. In some ways it was beneficial to be at a hotel that wasn’t right downtown, because we were among the earlier people to be
dropped off. Today they stopped at a cheap-looking guesthouse and then at the Fourth Floor Hotel (the place we’d eaten breakfast back
on Saturday) before letting us off.

We had dinner tonight at Aktu
Taktu. One of my favorite things to do
anywhere is to eat at local fast food joints,
and that’s exactly what Aktu Taktu is. It’s
an Icelandic chain with only four locations,
one of which happens to be right across the
street from the Fosshotel Baron. Both
“aktu” and “taktu” are Icelandic verbs.
“Aktu” can be translated as “eat” or “take”
and “taktu” as “go” or “move”, so in English
the place might be called “Eat ‘n’ Go” or
“Take ‘n’ Move”. Put together the rhyming
name is how you say “drive-through” in
Icelandic, and while they do have a dining
room, I’d venture the bulk of their
customers eat in their cars.
I wasn’t expecting much other
than fun at Aktu Taktu, but I think both
Margaret and I would agree we had some
of the best burgers we’d ever eaten. I had
a bacon cheeseburger, while Margaret had
a barbecue burger. They were big burgers,
but not overwhelmingly so, and they were
made of flavorful flame-grilled beef. They
had just the right amount of condiments
and really did taste exceptional. We got
combos with fries, which were hot and
fluffy. In Iceland it’s standard for fries to
Aktu Taktu – Reykjavik, Iceland
have a light sprinkling of paprika, and that added an interesting twist to the flavor. The combos cost 1099 ISK ($9.55) each. That’s
actually on the low side for such a meal in Iceland; remember McDonalds was charging more than that for the burger alone when they
went out of business. [According to Aktu Taktu’s website, most of the combo meals are now 1549 ISK, and some are as much
as 1849.]
This was one of the few places we had trouble communicating in Iceland. The place was staffed by the same not so bright high
school girls who would work the dinner shift at an American hamburger joint. They’d probably taken English in school, but I doubt they
were “A” students. It was helpful that the combos were ordered by number. Unfortunately, there were then choices associated with them.
The first was whether we wanted bottled pop instead of fountain drinks. (For some reason the bottle costs more, even though I think it’s
smaller. [A few American fast food places—notably Subway—also offer bottled drinks, and they’re also invariably more
expensive than fountain pop.]) The other question turned out to be whether we wanted “Icelandic sauce” with our fries. Icelandic
sauce appeared to be the same thousand island dressing [remoulade] they put on the hot dogs, so I’m glad we responded in the negative.
There were some other customers and also some “sort-of” customers at Aktu Taktu while we were there. A threesome of high
school boys got their burgers when we ordered and consumed them at the table next to us. There was also a fifty-ish man who came in,
ordered a chocolate dipped ice cream cone, and sat down and ate it. The other customers were two college-age guys who were close
in the way that led me to think they were a gay couple. What was amusing about them was that after they ordered they went out to the
parking lot and had a smoke. They finished their cigarettes precisely at the time their order came off the grill.
Smoking, by the way, is VERY common in Iceland. Indoor smoking has been banned everywhere in the country, but people still
smoke heavily. It reminded me of how people smoked in our country thirty or forty years ago. Apparently the Alþingi is considering a
rule that would allow tobacco to be sold only by prescription. I’m not sure what effect that would really have, but it’s an interesting idea.
In addition to those customers and a few more who came by the drive-through, there was another group who called attention to
themselves. Three obese people pulled up in the parking lot in two separate cars. They got out and talked with each other, in a way that
appeared to be arguing. One of them spent a little bit of time looking at things on his car, but not really fixing anything. Eventually all
the fat people got back in their cars and drove away. I’m not sure what the deal was with them.
We went back to the hotel and stopped by the desk to buy a pass for internet access. The Fosshotel Baron has a free computer
in the lobby that can be used to go online, but it is almost constantly in use. If you have your own computer, you can pay for wireless
access. The fees are steep. It’s either 500 ISK ($4.35) for one hour of access or 3000 ISK ($26) for an unlimited three-day pass. We
chose the latter, though after seeing how the internet actually worked at the hotel, I don’t think that was the best option. Apparently time
only counts against the hourly passes when you are actually logged in, and you can split the hours up over a period of time—20 minutes
today and 40 minutes tomorrow, for instance. We probably could have gotten by with just a couple hours of time, which would have cost
less than half of the three-day pass. Oh well—live and learn. [As of 2017 they offer unlimited free wi-fi at all Fosshotels.]
Back in our room Margaret downloaded papers she needed to grade from a college course she’d been teaching this summer,
and I dealt with a lot of e-mail. I also looked at the news, most of which centered around Wall Street’s free-fall. I’d hoped that Congress’s
finally dealing with the debt problems might settle down the market, but apparently that was not the case. Hopefully our economic
downturn won’t become quite the crisis Iceland has been dealing with.

The only really interesting piece of e-mail I had was from my brother Paul. Lately he has been e-mailing the whole family weekly
with a summary of everything that’s going on with him and his family [a tradition several of us in the family now have]. Normally I just
skim through his lengthy letters (which I’d bet is what many people do with these travelogues), but it was fun to have the time to read this
week’s in detail.
Each evening at the hotel we’d snack on some of the groceries we’d bought. It was interesting to see how foodstuffs were
labeled. Better than half the groceries are labeled in Icelandic, sometimes with a few words in English as well. These are invariably
packaged in Reykjavik (in that same enormous industrial park where the brewery is) and intended for local sale. Other items are imported,
usually from England, Holland, or Scandinavia. These can be labeled in as many as a dozen different languages, but Icelandic is usually
not among the languages on the label. Apparently there’s no law that requires that the local language be used. As in America, all foods
in Europe are required to include nutritional information, though the format they use there is different. One good thing is that their serving
sizes are closer to reality than ours are; with a snack bag or chips or a bottle of pop, Europe considers the package one serving rather
than two or three. I had fun reading the nutritional information when it was in Icelandic and try to decipher what the various ingredients
actually were. I also got a laugh each time I read the calorie count. That’s because the Icelandic word for “energy” is “orka”—like the
killer whales, but with a different spelling. I kept picturing a candy bar containing 300 whales all scrunched down inside.
Another thing that gave me a laugh were the little packs of sugar and creamer that came with our room’s coffee and tea service.
They had been imported from the Denmark and were labeled in English, Swedish, and Danish. I chuckled like a junior high boy when I
read where the manufacturer was located—a town called Middelfart. Fortunately there was no unusual odor to the sugar.

Tuesday, August 9
Reykjavik & the South Coast, Iceland
We were up about 6:15 today and were the first people to arrive in the breakfast room. Shortly after we got there, a family sat
down by the door who drew our attention to them. Most noteworthy was the wife, who looked remarkably like my brother Paul’s wife,
Nancy. Especially from behind they could be dead ringers for each other, and even their faces are quite similar. While she may have
looked like Nancy, her husband looked nothing at all like my brother. I would bet this man was a college professor. He was short and
wore his hair in a long gray ponytail. The couple had a boy with them who was upper elementary aged. He looked a lot like the woman,
but not at all like the man. I think he was their son, but he seemed awfully young for that, so perhaps he could have been a grandson.
We’d see a lot of this family in the next couple of days, and as much as the woman looked like Nancy, they definitely stood out.
The “Nancy” family stood out in particular because they’d be accompanying us on the tour we were taking today. We waited
with them in front of the hotel for a bus to take us to the downtown mixmaster. We transferred there to an even bigger bus (similar to the
replacement bus we’d had yesterday) that was very full. When Margaret and I boarded the only place with two seats together was in the
very back row. The family we’d seen at breakfast had to split up into three aisle seats. By the time we left there were only two empty
seats. One of those was the extremely uncomfortable center seat in a row of five across the back. By the time the day was out, even
that seat would be full, though.
The tour today was a long day.
Our bus would take us clear to the other
end of Iceland. People have asked me
how big Iceland is. In terms of islands
of the world, it’s similar in size to Cuba
and Newfoundland and about four times
as big as Hawaii’s big island.
Guidebooks invariably say Iceland is the
same size of Kentucky. That’s true, but
not many people I know are very familiar
with how big Kentucky is either. It’s also
about the size of Ohio, and the shape is
closer to the Buckeye state as well. For
most people I know, a better comparison
might be two-thirds the size of Iowa. So
if you took our state and chopped off the
712 area code (basically everything
west of where I live), you’d have a place
roughly the size of Iceland. Our journey
today would take us almost 250 miles
east of Reykjavik, almost all of it on a
fairly rough two-lane road. Accounting
for sightseeing, meals, and restroom breaks, the round round-trip would last from 8am to 10:30pm. Just driving alone would take a full
nine hours. [At that we only saw about a third of the accessible portion of the country. Most itineraries that circle the whole ring
road take anywhere from three to ten days.]
Our guide was a young woman named Ana who was natively German but now lives in Iceland. She originally came to the
country as an exchange student in a rural community. She then stayed there after finishing school doing farm work. She now lives in
Reykjavik and is pregnant with her second child, something she told us no one in Germany would do without serious planning. In Iceland,

though, “things just happen”, she said, and she seemed to like the more casual attitude of her adopted country. She gave her tour
narration in both English and German, and she was obviously very fluent in both languages. Margaret had fun comparing differ ences
between the English and German, and I was surprised at how many things I understood in German as well—far more than I was able to
understand in Icelandic.
As we drove out of town, Ana gave us a very comprehensive tour of Reykjavik. All the tour companies offer half-day city tours,
but I really can’t imagine why anyone would take them. All the trips that head out of town pass essentially the same sights, and if you
spend even a day in the city, you can see them on your own.
We again followed the hot water pipeline as it headed up into the mountains, and Ana gave us a more thorough explanation of
it that the guide yesterday had done. That intrigued me, since it wasn’t an “official” part of today’s tour. She also did a good job of
explaining Iceland’s agriculture, which made our drive through the farm country pass quickly.
The long day was broken up nicely. Our first
stop was at an N1 convenience store somewhere in the
middle of the agricultural belt. Margaret and I turned this
toilet break into a coffee break. In the inflight magazine
on Icelandair there was an insert ad for N1 with three
coupons that could be used to get free coffee there.
Getting coffee at Icelandic convenience stores is weird.
It’s self-serve, but the cups are kept behind the counter.
You first pay the cashier (or in our case the cashier
scanned bar codes from the coupons), and you’re given
a very small cardboard cup (about half the smallest size
for coffee in America). You then go to the coffee urn
and fill it. Cream and sugar are kept beside the urn. At
this particular station they had two coffee stations, but it
turned out one was entirely out, and the other ran out of
coffee just as I was serving myself. Margaret and I were
able to get enough dregs to fill our cups (and it actually
wasn’t that bad), but others behind us had to wait.
About an hour later we made did our first real
sightseeing of the day. We stopped to see Skogafoss
(literally “forest waterfall”), one of Iceland’s best known
falls. In spite of its name, there’s no forest anywhere
near Skogafoss.
Its location is unique, though.
Skogafoss is located on the cliffs that are the former
coastline of Iceland. Below those cliffs a coastal plain
formed by relatively recent lava flows extends more than
three miles to the current shoreline. The cliffs are very
sheer, and it’s weird to think that the ocean once went
all the way up to them.
There’s a campground right beneath the
waterfall at Skogafoss, and we were encouraged to use
their restrooms. The toilets were pleasant, but they had
David Burrow with Skogafoss in the background
an announcement saying that there was a charge of
100 ISK (or one euro—which would be nearly double the Icelandic rate) for using the facilities. They had an honor box to collect donations.
I must confess that while I did put a couple of coins in there, the total was less than 100 ISK. I didn’t feel very bad about that, either. It’s
not like there’s water shortages in Iceland, nor was this place so remote that it would be great trouble to put in toilets there.
It was mid-morning when we stopped at Skogafoss, after 10am. That stood out because the campers were just starting to get
up. A couple of guys were shaving in the men’s room, and many others were enjoying very leisurely breakfasts at tables near their tents.
Ten o’clock seems an absurdly late time to arise when camping, though the numerous beer cans we saw in the trash by the restrooms
might be an explanation for that.
Near the area where we stopped we caught a glimpse of the Westman Islands. This volcanic chain (called Vestmannæyjar in
Icelandic) extends south from Iceland, following the North Atlantic Ridge that separates the North American and European plates. The
only populated island in the Westmans is Heimæy (which essentially means “home” in Icelandic), a place that was nearly destroyed by a
volcanic eruption in the ‘70s. The island in the chain I know best is Surtsey, a completely new island that was formed by an eruption
between 1963 and 1967. I can still remember watching a film loop of the eruption of Surtsey when I was in second grade back at Lincoln
School. It’s easy to tell the Westmans are volcanic. From the Icelandic mainland we could see a string of perfect conical peaks, each of
which was one of the islands.
[The Westmans were the main day trip we did not make from Reykjavik. Margaret was a bit disappointed that we were
not able to go there. She was always a big bird fan, and the islands are home to a lot of unique avian life. A trip there would
have been prohibitively expensive, though, and we also didn’t have time available in our schedule to do it.]

Skogafoss
We traveled east through a rapidly changing landscape. We passed farm land, active volcanoes, less noteworthy waterfalls,
lava flows, black sand beaches, piles of ash left by recent volcanic eruptions, and braided glacial rivers. One of the most noteworthy
landforms along the Icelandic coast is called sandur. These sand and gravel deposits are caused when volcanoes erupt underneath
Iceland’s ice caps. Part of the bottom of the ice cap melts, and the resulting flood forms the sandur.
Such flooding is fairly frequent in Iceland. In fact, we were somewhat worried that an eruption under an ice cap earlier this
summer might have prevented us from taking the day trip we were doing today. Just east of the town of Vik the resulting flood wiped out
a major bridge on the ring road, the only real highway in Iceland. Fortunately for us, they managed to build a temporary bridge in just two
weeks, and the road was re-opened in time for our visit. The bridge and the nearby roadway were VERY rough, but we made it across
without a problem.
Iceland’s ring road (officially called highway #1) is not a great highway, but it definitely is a feat of engineering. It winds its way
through very rugged terrain in an area with almost no population. The 800-mile ring wasn’t completed until 1974 (in honor of the 1100th
anniversary of Iceland’s settlement), and they finished paving it less than ten years ago. The majority of the bridges are still just one lane
wide. Since some bridges are as much as half a mile long, that can cause traffic back-ups in the middle of nowhere. At one point we’d
thought about renting a car and exploring Iceland on our own. After actually seeing the ring road, I was glad we’d opted against that.
As we continued east the landscape became even more desolate. Eventually we reached the town of Kirkjubæjarklaustur,
whose name literally means “church by cloister” and describes the history of the town. Beyond there the area really does look like the
moonscape guidebooks describe. While there is moss growing on the lava flows, the moss—and pretty much everything else—has been
covered by ash from eruptions in the past two years. The whole landscape is jet black, and it really does look quite eerie.
Surprisingly, our lunch break was right in the middle of this extremely desolate area. We stopped at a place called the Hotel
Islandia. It was a one-story pre-fab building that reminded me of an elementary school on an Indian reservation. The hotel was just
plunked down right in the middle of the lava flows. While they’d cleaned up the ash in the immediate vicinity of the hotel, the surrounding
area was still extremely barren. There’s absolutely nothing else for twenty-five miles in any direction—and not much for a hundred miles.
It’s a very strange hotel in a very strange setting. [This hotel was one of the most memorable places we went in Iceland. It really
was like a space station dumped in the middle of nowhere. Oddly, the only website I could find that featured this place was in
Spanish. In summer 2017 their rooms are going for 311 euros a night.]

The
Hotel
Islandia’s
restaurant serves full meals at night
and a buffet breakfast in the morning.
At lunch they offer bread, soup, and
salad bar for 1750 ISK ($15.25) per
person. Beggars can’t be choosers,
so that’s what we had. There was a
choice of seafood soup or what the
guide had described in German as
“lamb flesh zouppen”, which was a
thin broth with a little bit of meat and
a few carrots and potatoes. It was
flavorful, but far from hearty [best
described as a soup rather than a
stew]. The salad bar some very nice
mixed greens and a variety of bizarre
seafood salads that I was not nearly
adventuresome enough to try. The
bread was a fresh-baked multi-grain
variety. It was good, but the overall
meal was pretty chintzy for the price.
[I gather almost every hotel in rural
Iceland offers a similar lunch. On
N1’s website they note that soup
and salad combos are served at
their stations all over the country.
These cost about $13 at N1 in 2017,
which would make them one of the
best meal deals in Iceland.]

Southeast Iceland
ABOVE: Iceland Excursions bus at the Hotel Islandia
BELOW: Edge of the ice cap

The stop at the Hotel
Islandia did allow us to get a free
souvenir.
The guide encouraged
everyone to collect some volcanic
ash. I had a plastic bag with me and
did so. They sell canned ash in gift
shops all over Iceland for around
1200 ISK ($10.50), which is the
biggest rip-off imaginable. [It’s an
even bigger rip-off today. You can
buy the same ash online for $24.75
a bottle—plus shipping and
handling.] For free, though, I was
happy to grab some.
Several guides warned us
about the other big Icelandic rip-off,
bottled water.
I personally think
buying bottled water anywhere
outside the most remote parts of the
Third World is stupid, but it’s
particularly ridiculous in a place like
Iceland.
The glacial water we’d
gotten on the plane sells in stores for
about 400 ISK ($3.50), and you can
buy larger bottles of water for as much
as 1000 ($8.70). All tap water in Iceland is untreated glacial spring water, so it really is silly to buy the stuff.
From our lunch stop it was just a short hop to our main destination of the day. Along the way we had nearly constant views of
Vatnajökull, the ice cap that is Europe’s largest glacier. The immediate landscape is rocky and barren, but the glacier makes for unique
and really rather pretty scenery.
Our final destination was Jökulsárlón (YOKE-uh-sour-lone). If you look on a map this is in the southeast corner of Iceland, where
the ice cap joins the water a little ways west of the town of Höfn (which, by the way, is pronounced much like “hope”). The word Jökulsárlón
means “glacial lagoon” in Icelandic, and it’s essentially a fjord that’s in the process of being formed as the glacier melts. The lagoon
started forming in the 1920s, and since then it has grown to extend seven kilometers inland from the coast. At the moment the tongue of
the glacier is retreating at a rate of 100 to 200 meters a year. (Don’t tell Icelanders the climate isn’t changing; they deal with the effects
of global warming every day.) The water in the lagoon is brackish (a mix of salt and fresh), and the whole thing is full of icebergs. Several

films (including Batman Begins, A View to Kill, Die Another Day, and Tomb Raider) have been filmed here, and it would certainly make a
unique location. It’s a beautiful place, and definitely like nothing I’d ever seen before.
Because of the size of our group, we split into two parts to see Jökulsárlón. The half Margaret and I were in first walked around
the shoreline (basically a rocky beach that overlooks the icebergs) and killed some time in the A-frame quonset hut that housed their
restaurant and gift shop. After about forty-five minutes, it was time for us to have our real tour of the area.
Jökulsárlón is a privately run attraction, and by far the best way to see the place is by zodiac. Zodiacs are the amphibious
vehicles they use to give the so-called “duck tours” you can take in many different cities. I’d never been in one before, and honestly
Jökulsárlón is the only place I’ve been where I can see an advantage to them over other types of vehicles. There’s no way they can build
a real dock here, and the zodiacs can drive along the shore line and straight into the water. They appear to be very easy to maneuver,
which allowed us to float among all the icebergs and get right up next to the actual glacier. [We also took a zodiac tour in the estuary
by Churchill, Manitoba. The flexibility of the small boat was also useful there.] The cost of the boat ride was included in our day
tour, but I actually think it would be well worth the walk-up fare of 7000 ISK (about $60). This was by far my favorite of all the things we
did in Iceland, and indeed one of the most enjoyable things I’ve ever done in my life. [That certainly remains true. While the day trip
was probably the most expensive tour I’ve ever done, I’m VERY glad we took it.]
The trip lasted about forty minutes. We began by donning life jackets, and we sat on benches at the side as the zodiac drove
off into the water. Once afloat we were allowed to stand up and gawk at the scenery. Our local guide explained what we were seeing
and helped us to appreciate just how large the icebergs were. (The “tip of the iceberg” cliché makes sense, as it’s really true that only
ten percent of the enormous ice chunks are above the water surface.) We learned that the blue color of glaciers and icebergs (which
was very subdued in Iceland) is an optical illusion, the same phenomenon that makes clear water in oceans and lakes appear blue. We
found out that the icebergs are constantly moving and that from time to time they tip over. In fact we saw one that had a glittery look to
it, and its shininess was due to the fact that it had just flipped around.

David Burrow and Margaret Sullivan holding thousand year-old ice – Jökulsárlón glacial lagoon, Iceland
The boat driver (or captain or whatever you’d call him) fished a chunk of ice out of the lagoon that the guide told us was 1000
years old. I have no idea how she came up with that number, though certainly the ice cap as a whole is even older than that. She passed
it around for those interested to hold and then chopped chips out of it and let us taste them. The ice was obviously very rich in minerals,
but it was also very pure—and eating an iceberg was definitely a new experience for me.

When we finished our tour we still had about fifteen minutes before it was time for our group to depart. Floating among the ice
had been a bit chilly (though not nearly so nippy as some descriptions I’d read), so Margaret and I had some hot chocolate in the
restaurant. Most noteworthy among the other customers there was a group of bicyclists who were clad in form-fitting spandex outfits that
looked almost obscene. Bicycling seems a very popular way of exploring Iceland, and I’d think that for those who have the energy it
would be fun way to travel. I’m not sure all the racing gear is really warranted, though. [I really don’t follow the need for spandex in
recreational cycling, but I’ve seen hundreds of similarly dressed riders on the bike trails in Minneapolis.]
At the mouth of Jökulsárlón is a lovely suspension bridge that appears to be the one and only attractive bridge on the ring road.
The engineers obviously used the “form follows function” rule in building things here. Even when they cross major rivers, most of the
bridges are the sort of glorified culverts you’d see on a county road in Iowa. The surrounding scenery is often beautiful, but the highway
itself is anything but spectacular.
We turned around at Jökulsárlón and started heading back toward Reykjavik. The return trip was also broken up with stops.
The first was at Skaftafell National Park [technically now part of Vatnajokull National Park, Europe’s largest], which is less than an
hour west of the glacial lagoon. This was little more than a bathroom break, and we basically just saw the visitors’ center. Just going
there, though, we were able to see one of the few remaining stands of native forest in Iceland. The trees here are birches. They’re taller
than almost anything else we saw in Iceland, but still rather stunted in appearance. It looks rather like a forest of scraggly British Christmas
trees.
The visitors’ center gift shop had a different collection than what we’d seen elsewhere in Iceland, and I bought myself a unique
souvenir. It had nothing to do with the national park, but it was certainly interesting. What I got was a small copy of a Viking drinking
horn, literally animal’s horn bored out so it was hollow and could be filled with mead or spirits. The real Viking drinking horns were
enormous, and this was just a small copy. I’ll probably never use it for its intended purpose, but it makes a cute decoration. [I actually
did try to drink out of it once, and it leaked. It remains one of my all-time favorite souvenirs, though, and it hangs in the window
of my living room to this day.]
Our next stop was back at the Hotel Islandia. What we did here was to pick up two other passengers, a young couple who filled
the only two remaining seats on the bus. The kids would obviously have preferred sitting together, but one of the empty seats was in the
front and the other in the back. The boy ended up sitting right next to me in that middle seat in the far back row

LEFT: Sandur (glacial deposit) in south-central Iceland
RIGHT: Vik church
BELOW LEFT: Black sand beach at Vik
I’m honestly not sure why this couple joined us or how they
arranged to do so. The day tours are normally just that—self-contained
trips that leave and return the same day. Apparently these kids had
stayed overnight (perhaps even multiple nights) in eastern Iceland and
were now returning. There are regular inter-city bus services that run
around the ring road, and one of the stops for those buses is the Hotel
Islandia. It’s surprising they wouldn’t have used those buses instead of
traveling with a tour company. I’d be curious to know what Gray Line
charges for breaking up a tour like that, but there’s nothing on their
website that even indicates such a thing is possible.
We had a dinner break in the town of Vik, which is at the
extreme southern tip of central Iceland. Aside from being literally the
only thing between here and there, Vik really is a quaint little town. Vik
is particularly known for its black sand beach. I’d probably call it gravel
or pebble rather than sand, but it definitely is jet black. Interesting rock
formations out in the harbor make it look particularly interesting.
We stopped at what amounted to a truck stop that was obviously designed for tourists. In addition to the obligatory N1
convenience store, the complex had a full-service restaurant and a woolen goods outlet. It was also just a short walk from the beach.
We saw the beach and then made our way back to N1. Rather than have a full dinner, we saw a display of homemade ice cream they
had at the gas station. That sounded good, and it was in fact truly delicious. We each bought a pint (or perhaps half a liter). Mine was
flavored with caramel, while Margaret’s was some tropical fruit flavor. I forget the exact price, but I think you could buy a gallon at Hy-

Vee for what a pint cost at N1. With coffee it pushed the cost of a full meal. It certainly was good, though. As I type this, I feel like I
should be saying “mmmmmmm … ice cream!” as Homer Simpson might.
We had one more sightseeing stop. Around 8:30pm we pulled off
to see yet another waterfall, this one called Seljalandsfoss. All of the
waterfalls we saw in Iceland were nice, but this was definitely the most
unique. What made it stand out was that we could follow a rough trail and
actually hike behind the waterfall instead of just seeing it from the front.
Unfortunately we looked straight into the sun when we were behind the falls,
so all our pictures came out in silhouette. It really was a cool experience,
though. [I actually rather like the silhouette picture, and the experience
of hiking behind the water was definitely memorable.]
When we made our way back to the bottom of the trail the kids who
had joined our group were making out right in the middle of the parking lot.
We walked past them and used the restrooms, which were quite nice for such
a remote location. Something unique in Iceland was that the restrooms often
appeared in sets of three. There was a ladies’, a gents’, and a room with a
wheelchair logo on it. Particularly when a tour bus would stop, no one of
either sex thought twice about using the handicapped toilet. There were also
several places in Iceland that had multiple unisex restrooms. The doors had
pictures of both men and women on them, and anyone was welcome to use
it—one at a time, of course. I’ve never understood why we don’t have that
style of restroom in the States. When there’s only one toilet, why should a
room be designated to one sex or the other? Whoever is in need should be
able to use it. [Unisex toilets have been in the news again this year with
a push for transgendered people’s rights, and once again some folks
are having a hissy fit about them. Everyone’s bathroom at home is
unisex, though; I really do wonder why people have issues with that in
public places.]

David Burrow, with the curtain of water
at Seljalandsfoss behind him
Something I noticed at both this restroom and the one at the Hotel Islandia was colored print toilet paper. My mother always
used to use that type of paper, buying it to match the décor in her bathroom. I haven’t even seen it for sale in America in decades; all
you can get these days is plain white. I’m not sure why that is. I always though such paper was pretty (if perhaps a bit silly), but I guess
it must have gone out of style here.
[When I first wrote this I googled “colored toilet paper”, and at the time two main excuses were given for its demise.
Some people apparently were allergic to the dyes used in it, which could be a problem for a product designed for use in sensitive
areas. It was also claimed that those dyes were bad for the environment. Those claims don’t really hold water, though. By far
the most environmentally damaging part of papermaking is the bleaching process, which of course is essential for white tissue.
There’s also tons of products that are potential allergens, and those who are sensitive just avoid them. It appears that really
colored toilet paper and facial tissues just went out of fashion at about the same time as colored appliances and colored
bathroom fixtures. Interestingly, searching for the same topic in 2017 brings results that imply the stuff may be coming back
in fashion—not in the pastels I remember but in shades like deep purple, jet black, maroon, and shocking pink. I think I’ll
probably be passing on those colors. Discreet patterns like the one in this Icelandic loo might be nice, but they don’t seem to
have found their way back into American stores.]
We repeatedly drove into the sunset as we went back to Reykjavik. I say that, because we’d see the sun go down behind a
mountain, and then we’d go to a higher elevation and it was bright out again. Then the sun would set another time, and then it would
once again be day. As we wove our way through the mountains, we must have seen the sun set a dozen times. [This really was unique
and memorable.] When we finally reached Reykjavik it was actually after sunset, though still light enough to see with no problem.
The driver dropped us and the “Nancy” family by the 10/11 convenience store behind the Fosshotel Baron. The other family
had apparently not been on this street, and it took them a minute to realize how close they were to the hotel. There was a rather annoying
drunk old man who appeared to be begging in front of 10/11. As he accosted us, I wish I’d been able to remember a phrase that came
up in the “teach yourself Icelandic” book. The phrase—farðu i rassgat (PARD-thoo ee DRAHS-gaht)—is a rather explicit adult command
that should not be uttered casually. It is, however, the direct way in Icelandic to tell others to leave you alone and mind their own business,
and it was likely what the annoying wino deserved to have said to him. (I wonder if the Vikings used blue language.)
For no reason we could figure out, our room had received no maid service today. Housekeeping certainly had plenty of time to
clean the room, but no one had been there. We went down to the lobby, where we had to talk over some loud people who were spilling
out of the bar. The desk clerk seemed surprised that our room hadn’t been serviced. She made a note of it, though, and then she went
to get us some fresh towels. The towels arrived straight from the laundry room, hot out of the dryer.
We relaxed a bit, and eventually got to sleep a little after midnight. This had been a long day, but a most enjoyable one.

Wednesday, August 10
Reykjavik & Hafnarfjordur, Iceland
We were up around 7:30 today and had a fairly leisurely morning. I wrote in my notes for this travelogue “blonde girl actually
smiles”. This referred to one of the workers in the breakfast room at our hotel. I mentioned before that the breakfast staff were not exactly
morning people, which is why it was noteworthy that one of them actually cracked a brief smirk as she worked.
After breakfast we walked east from the hotel. I was a little annoyed with Margaret as we walked, because she was overly
cautious in crossing the streets. Because so many of the streets in Reykjavik are multilane and have complicated intersections, crossing
them is frequently awkward. There are often sections to cross—like a turn lane, followed by two lanes in one direction, followed by two
lanes in the opposing direction, followed by an entrance ramp. There are walk lights at each of the sections, but they’re almost never
timed to allow you to cross the whole way across at one time. Like most walk lights, they show the little man for a very brief time, and
then the hand comes up endlessly. Even on the broadest streets, traffic is comparatively light in Reykjavik, and I’d noticed that the drivers
act like they do in New England, breaking to give pedestrians the right of way regardless of what the lights said. Margaret was much more
law-abiding than me, and I suppose she was right to err on the side of caution. Unfortunately that often left us waiting in different islands
in the middle of the streets, though.

Hofði House – Reykjavik

Our first destination today was Höfði House, which is on the
waterfront just a little ways east of the Baron. A rather simple
Victorian home that reminded me of the houses I’d seen in Salem,
Massachusetts a couple years ago. The place was originally built in
the 19th Century as the French consulate. and glass structure from
the ’70s is Reykjavik’s main city bus station. [Note that at the time
Iceland was not independent, so it was a consulate rather than
an embassy.] It was later used as the site of the first international
radio communication in Iceland. The place is best known, though, as
the site of the 1986 Reykjavik summit between President Reagan and
Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev. While the talks in Reykjavik broke
down without any agreement, they were a first step in what eventually
led to the end of the Cold War. Visitors are not allowed inside Hofði
House, but we saw the exterior and also a rather Picasso-esque
sculpture that honors the world leaders who met here.

From Hofði House we made our way to Hlemmur. This metal and glass structure from the ’70s is Reykjavik’s main city bus
station. Hlemmur is a strange and distinctive building with about a dozen skylights on its roof. Buses stop all around its perimeter, and
the busway extends for about a block up one of the side streets. The local bus company is called Strætó, which just means “street” in
Icelandic [though I think in an Adjectival usage]. Almost every Strætó bus serves Hlemmur, with most routes leaving every half hour
all day long.
Hlemmur was particularly interesting to me because one of the Icelandic DVDs I’d bought was called Hlemmur. The movie
(hardly a blockbuster, but one of the best known and award-winning examples of Icelandic cinema) was a basically a documentary on
Reykjavik’s seedy underbelly. Mind you, Iceland’s capital is one of the safest places on earth, so even its seedy underbelly seems
squeaky clean when compared to most places. The film portrayed various unfortunates who spent their days loitering around the station
or riding the Strætó buses. With two exceptions (more on them later) Hlemmur’s subjects were alcoholic old men. The boozer we saw
last night could easily have been among them—particularly since the 10/11 where he was begging was only two blocks from the bus
station.
Alcoholism is a serious problem in Iceland. I mentioned before that binge drinking is the norm here, and the country has one of
the highest rates of AA membership in the world. This is actually one of the downsides to the welfare state. Alcoholics can get disability
pensions in Iceland (and in most of Europe, for that matter), and it seems there is very little stigma when people just waste their later
years in a drunken haze.
We weren’t at Hlemmur for a lesson in sociology. I first got some money at an ATM there, and then we went up to the ticket
clerk. Hlemmur is one of a handful of places that sells the Reykjavik Welcome Card. These are similar to passes we’d used in Montreal,
Honolulu, and Boston. In Reykjavik they offer unlimited access to certain museums and unlimited rides on the buses for a fixed period
of time. (They also provide admission to the local geothermal pools, but that wasn’t something we had much interest in.) We bought
forty-eight hour passes, which cost 2400 ISK (about $21) each. Since a single bus fare is 350 ISK ($3) and the museums cost 1000 ISK
($8.75) each, this was really a very good deal.
[They’ve changed the name of this to the Reykjavik City Card, and the price for 48 hours has gone up to $49 as of 2017.
It offers fewer free admissions, but it’s probably still worth the cost. That’s because the city bus fare has also increased. In
fact a single ride in Reykjavik (which these days is mostly paid via a phone app) is now $4.40. The museums entrances are
roughly double what they were before, so just going to the ones where they offer admission today would easily pay for the
card.]
Iceland is mostly a very modern, high-tech country, so it surprised me that the Reykjavik Welcome Card was a very low security
document. It was just a slip of tagboard with a simple design printed on one side and a few blank spaces on the other. [Oddly, even

with the bus fares going electronic, they don’t seem to have changed the format of this card.] After processing Margaret’s credit
card, the clerk wrote in her own handwriting the date and time when we bought the pass and the date and time when it would expire.
While it would have been difficult for Margaret and I to forge the very European writing, I’d think it would be relatively easy for others.
Similar passes in other cities have had holograms and/or magnetic strips, but there was nothing about this that made any attempt at all
to prevent fraud.
Reykjavik’s buses work kind of like the express buses in Los Angeles. Instead of stopping every couple of blocks, they make
comparatively limited stops at fairly elaborate “stations” that can be as far as a kilometer apart. Almost every stop has a formal bus
shelter, and all have detailed information on all the routes that stop there. They even publish maps that look like the European subway
maps with schematic drawings of the various lines and all their stops. I found those essentially useless. Fortunately they also had good
street maps that also included the bus routes. That was essential, because the buses follow extremely circuitous routes around Reykjavik.
Most start in one suburb, loop through the city, and end up in another suburb. The round-about routes put almost every home and
business near a bus stop, but they also make it impossible to predict where you’re going without a map. [The limited stop “stations”
concept made the Reykjavik buses somewhat user friendly, but the meandering routes would be a chore for the locals to
decipher—let alone visitors.]
We boarded bus #12 and were relieved to find that there was a digital read-out and a recorded announcement of each upcoming
stop. Since we knew the stop we wanted, that made it much easier to figure out where we should get off. We wound our way east and
south, down countless suburban strips that looked much like what you’d see in an American city (or perhaps in Canada—there was just
a slight “foreign” feeling to them) and made our way past endless tacky apartment buildings. I can’t say the “up close and personal” view
of suburban Reykjavik is all that memorable, but it was interesting to see where the bulk of Icelanders live, work, and shop.
Our ultimate destination was the Árbæjarsafn, which is often shortened to Árbær (OUR-bire). This enormous facility is sort of
like the Living History Farms of Iceland. It’s well off the main tourist radar, but it was one of my favorite places to visit in Iceland. The
Árbær is made up of dozens of buildings from different eras of history that have been moved to this location from various places in
southwest Iceland. Together they trace the history of Iceland from the time of the Vikings all the way through about the 1970s. [This
would be the main thing I noticed that’s no longer covered by the Reykjavik welcome card. It would cost $16 to visit today.]
One of the best things about the Arbær is that they let you actually see almost everything. I’ve been to lots of similar places
where the upstairs of the buildings is completely shut off, lest someone trip on the steps. Often the rooms are also roped off, so you can
see the furnishings and accessories, but you can’t actually get up close to them. Here, though, almost nothing was off limits. Guests are
encouraged to go up to the attics, using the same kind of ladders people used a century ago. Signs told us it was okay to sit in the chairs
and look inside the cupboards, so we almost felt as if we lived in the homes we were seeing. There are numerous exhibits that encourage
children to play with old-time toys and dress up in historic outfits. Those displays were fun for adults as well. [This really was cool. It’s
too bad more “living history” museums don’t let visitors live that history.]
It really was fascinating to see places from so many different eras—everything from an old sod house and church to homes and
businesses from the mid 20th Century. This was one of several places where I was surprised to find just how recent much of Iceland’s
history is. While the Vikings settled here more than 1100 years ago, things didn’t change much in Iceland for about a thousand years
after that. In America much of our history is from the colonial era of the1600s and 1700s, but there’s pretty much nothing from that time
period in Iceland. Except for the sod houses, the oldest buildings at Árbæjarsafn date to the mid and late 19th Century. There’s also
nothing truly ancient, like the pre-Columbian ruins we see at historic sites back home.
One of the more interesting buildings we saw at
the Arbær had originally been built as a Catholic church.
The parish had dwindled, and eventually the place was deconsecrated and re-purposed for use as a community
gymnasium. There were displays from both of its
incarnations, including the odd pairing of incense used at
mass and a box of condoms that would have been
distributed to men in the athletic club. The combination
was very strange indeed.
The various buildings here are in many different
states of restoration, and part of the fun of wandering
around the site was seeing the restorations being done as
we watched. Painters and woodworkers were hard at work
today, and we could see the plans they were trying to
follow in an attempt to make the buildings look as close as
possible to their original design.
One of the largest buildings housed a display that
highlighted life in Iceland during World War II. I’ve been to
World War II museums in America, Russia, and Britain [I
re-visited the one in New Orleans just at one a couple
weeks before writing this revision], and it was
fascinating to see one that gave a completely different
perspective on the war. Icelanders view the war as a high
point in their history. That’s not because it was a time of
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sacrifice or coming together. Instead, World War II catapulted Iceland into the modern world. The country was occupied first by British
and then by American troops and was an important air and naval center for the allies. The military presence totally transformed the
country, in ways that Icelanders today see as mostly positive. I’m used to museums telling of scarcity and rationing during the war. In
Iceland, though, the war brought sudden wealth, and it also brought numerous foreign products (things like chocolate that were demanded
by the soldiers stationed there) that the country had never seen before. People moved from the fishing villages to cities and towns near
the new military bases, and in the process their lifestyle changed completely. What had been one of the poorest, most backward places
in Europe rapidly became modern and wealthy. Moreover, when Denmark was occupied by the Nazis, Iceland went from being a colony
to an independent nation.
The British and U.S. military remained important in Iceland throughout the Cold War. Iceland has never had an army or navy of
its own, but NATO forces were stationed here through the 1990s. Today there are no foreign troops in Iceland, and the country is one of
just a handful on earth that also has no military of its own. The closest they have is a coast guard that mostly does search and rescue
operations. Occasionally there have been disputes over exclusive fishing zones. None of these have involved serious armed combat,
though, and Iceland overall is just about the most peaceful place in the world.
There was a bit of “living history” at the Arbær, though less than a lot of similar places I’ve been to. Mostly we saw costumed
young women who sat around knitting. I was fine with that, since I often find the actors get in the way at places like this. I prefer to see
the buildings and imagine for myself what life was like in the eras they represent. [I especially dislike places where the actors insist
on remaining in character to the point that they can’t answer questions that in any way reflect modern times.]
In addition to a village full of buildings, there is also a
fairly large farm area at Árbæjarsafn. While I’m not really much
of a farm person, it was kind of fun to see the animals we’d
seen on the bus tours up close. All the farm animals were very
gentle and came right up to the edge of their fenced-in lots.
Between the farm animals and the many kids’ exhibits,
it’s no surprise that the Arbær is popular with local families.
Almost everyone at the place was Icelandic, wither parents with
children or groups of school-age kids. Not a lot of tourists head
here, but I’m very glad we did. [This is a place I’d highly
recommend to anyone visiting Reykjavik. It’s a bit out of
the way, but well worth the detour.]
We made our way back to the bus stop, and I checked
the schedule for when the next bus would depart. We had
apparently just missed one, and I thought we’d do better to walk
to another stop—Artún—where several lines intersect.
Unfortunately that stop was far from easy to find, and it seemed
like we wandered all over suburban Reykjavik trying to locate
it. We got a grand tour of industrial parks and business strips.
Fortunately we weren’t in any particular hurry, and it was kind
of fun to see something different.
One of the more interesting things we saw while
looking for the bus stop was a car dealer that sold a
combination of Fords and Toyota products. It was interesting
to see that all the new cars in the lot already had license plates
on them. Apparently they get they are licensed at the time they
are imported, rather than when they’re sold. The mix of vehicles was similar to what you’d see at an American dealer, though there
were notably more small cars than would be found back home. Prices are pretty comparable to what you’d find in the States, as well—
which means they’re cheap compared to other products sold in Iceland. Sub-compacts sell for as low as 1,500,000 ISK ($13,000), while
a Ford Explorer “jeep” cost 4,500,000 ISK ($39,000). Like all prices in Iceland, those already include all taxes, so the equivalent American
sticker price would be quite a bit lower.
We did eventually find Artún station, which was right on one of those pseudo-freeways near the car dealer. We walked up stairs
from an underpass to get to Artún, similar to what you might do to reach an ‘L’ station in an American city. The buses technically exit the
freeway to stop there, but it’s essentially just pulling off on the shoulder. All that divides the bus stop from the freeway is a cement barrier.
There are separate stops for eastbound and westbound buses, and you have to go down to the underpass to connect from one side to
the other. [They’ve recently built a number of stations like this in the Minneapolis area, and we also encountered them in Los
Angeles last summer.]
We caught bus #6 and headed just a couple stops west. (Again, the stops are comparatively far apart in Reykjavik.) Most of
the other passengers on this bus were teenagers. That was not surprising given that our destination was Kringlan, the city’s main
shopping mall. Kringlan is a very suburban mall in a very urban setting. The surrounding neighborhood is quite dense, a mix of apartment
towers and industrial buildings. While freeways run on three sides of the mall, it’s not too hard to arrive there on foot. We crossed over
one of the freeways and passed some loading docks to arrive at a parking ramp in the northwest corner of the mall. While the bus stop
was not particularly convenient, we found several auxiliary entrances to the mall that would be just steps from the nearby apartments.

Kringlan – Reykjavik, Iceland
Separating the ramp and the main part of
the mall was one of the strangest revolving doors I’ve
ever seen. Instead of three of four, this one was
divided into only two parts. I think those enormous
parts were designed so you could take a shopping
cart through the revolving door. The door was also
automatic—sort of. It was supposed to sense when
people were there and start moving. We didn’t
actually push to move the door, but we had to keep
walking to keep up with it as it made its circle. [I’ve
seen similar doors in Chicago, another city where
the revolving door is probably mostly used as an
airlock in cold weather.]
Except for the fact that most of the stores
bear Icelandic names, Kringlan is a very generic mall
that could be located absolutely anywhere in the
world. With a single exception, there is nothing about
the place to tell you this is Iceland. You could find
the same mix of clothing, shoes, and sundries in
Cedar Rapids. The names might be different, but the
stores are essentially the same.
The most unique part of Kringlan is its food
court. It’s not the selection of food that’s unique. In
fact, this is one of the few places you will find
American brands in Reykjavik—Subway, Taco Bell,
and Dominos to be precise—and the range of options
isn’t very big. [As of 2017 Taco Bell has left
Kringlan, but they now have a Dunkin’ Donuts
and a Sbarro.] What is interesting about the food
court is that the different counters are decorated to
look like the sort of buildings you’d see in Iceland.
Everything is covered with corrugated metal, which
makes it look like a little village surrounding the
tables. This definitely more interesting than most
food courts I’ve been to, and it was the one and only
touch of local color in the mall.
Metal front Domino’s pizza stand at Kringlan Mall – Reykjavik

Food prices at Kringlan were right in line
with others in Iceland, which is to say they were

expensive. [There’s nothing remotely equivalent to a dollar menu in Iceland.] Margaret and I ended up eating at a Chinese place.
We had their cheapest entrée, a noodle dish, plus a bottle of Fanta orange soda. That came to 1100 ISK ($9.55) each. The cheapest
thing in the food court was Domino’s pizza at 499 ISK ($4.35) a slice. At Subway they had six-inch sandwiches for 899 ISK ($7.80). I
recently bought an equivalent sandwich at our local Subway in Algona, and it cost just $3.50. There was also one sit-down restaurant
just off the food court, but we didn’t even consider eating there. Among their offerings were burgers for 2100 ISK ($18.25). Even if they
were “gourmet” burgers, there’s no way they were worth close to twenty bucks.
After lunch we popped our head into a couple of stores. The only place we spent any real time, though, was Hagkaup.
Pronounced roughly like “HOG-coop”, this is Iceland’s main chain of hypermarkets—that is, stores that combine groceries and dry goods
like a Super Wal-Mart or Super Target in the States. While the format might be similar to those stores, Hagkaup’s prices are certainly
not in line with Target or Wal-Mart. The only real discount stores in Iceland are second-hand charity stores. Hagkaup’s merchandise
would be in line with Younker’s and Macy’s, but its prices would make the American stores seem cheap by comparison. I browsed
through the men’s department and saw lots and lots of stuff I couldn’t afford. The cheapest T-shirts cost about 2000 ISK ($17.40), and
they went up as high as 5000 ISK ($43.50). I’ve never seen a T-shirt for over thirty bucks in America, even at places like Abercrombie &
Fitch. I checked out dress shirts, polo shirts, and pants—some of which bore “útsala” banners with “sale” prices as high as 20,000 ISK
(nearly $175—hardly a “discount” price for anything).
Average Icelanders do make more than average Americans—but not really enough more to account for the steep prices. A
typical monthly income in Iceland is between 200,000 and 300,000 ISK ($1700 – $2600). Income tax is comparatively low in Iceland
(around 25%), and for most people it only applies on two-thirds of their total income. That means that Icelandic workers have
comparatively more take-home pay than their American equivalents. That’s more than eaten up by the VAT and higher prices for imported
goods, though.
The one clothing item I bought at Hagkaup was a purple polo shirt that was being clearanced for 2,460 ISK (around $21.50). It
was interesting that nothing on this—or almost any other merchandise sold in Iceland—told the country where it was manufactured.
Pretty much everything sold in America is required to be labeled with the country of origin, but apparently that’s not the case in the
European Economic Area. I’m quite sure this shirt was not made in Iceland, and it most likely didn’t come from anywhere in Europe.
Where it actually was made is anybody’s guess, though. [I kept that shirt for a few years, but I never really cared much for it. The
color was nice, but—like many European clothes—it was a bit too form fitting for my “super-sized” American body. The sleeves
were also unusually short, which meant that if I wore a T-shirt under it, the undershirt’s sleeves would be longer than those on
the polo shirt. I attempted to wear it frequently because it was pricey to buy, but I just didn’t care much for the shirt.]
We also looked through the grocery section at Hagkaup, which seemed more affordable than the clothing. The one thing I
bought was a liter of juice priced at 179 ISK ($1.55). I paid for the juice with exact change, mostly as a way of using up the 10 and 1
krona coins that were weighing down my pocket. Most cashiers in Iceland had greeted Margaret and me in English, so I assumed we
looked foreign to the locals. Surprisingly, though, the clerk in the Hagkaup grocery section spoke to me only in Icelandic. It really didn’t
matter, since all he did was announce the total and I’d already counted out the change for it. It was intriguing, though, to actually be
addressed in Icelandic.
We made our way back to the bus stop and caught bus #3 downtown. Near the downtown bus stop we saw an interesting sight,
a tree that had been “decorated” with various knit goods. There was a sweater around the trunk, and mittens, caps, and head bands had
been placed around the branches in an attempt to create a work of art. It reminded me of the Christmas trees you sometimes see where
they gather mittens and scarves for the needy.
The tree of knitting barely stood out in Reykjavik. That’s because we saw littered knit goods all over the city. I couldn’t begin to
count how many kint caps we saw just sitting on the ground or in the bushes, with nobody anywhere nearby. I almost felt as if I were part
of some psychological experiment, as if someone wanted to see if people would pick up the caps and take them. I didn’t, but I certainly
was intrigued. These weren’t the high-quality Icelandic woolen goods I wrote about earlier. They were the kind of caps and mittens KMart might display next to their parkas—made of bright solid colors of polyester yarn. In Iceland, though, even a “cheap” cap could easily
cost $15 - $20, so there was a lot of value to those littered garments. It was particularly strange to see all these knit caps around in
summer. It was definitely cooler in Iceland than it was back home, but far from weather that would require a knit cap.
[The display was probably part of what has become an annual tradition in Reykjavik called the “yarn bombing”. This
apparently started as a way of celebrating spring (and there would be some symbolism to literally casting off the warm caps
and mittens) and has grown into an art festival. These days in Reykjavik light poles and tress are covered in elaborately crochet
as part of an annual competition.]
We made our way to our second “free” museum, a place called 871 + 2. This is also called the settlement exhibition, and the
name refers to the year when the Vikings first reached Iceland. The “plus or minus” in the name is because they can scientifically date
the time of settlement to within two years. The dating is because of a layer of ash that came shortly after the settlement which also
appears in cores that have been drilled from the ice caps in Greenland.
The settlement exhibition is entirely underground, and it preserves the ruins of a Viking longhouse that was discovered here
almost by accident. In the late 1990s, a developer started building a hotel on the site. In excavating for the hotel’s foundation, they came
across the artifacts. They ended up combining the hotel construction with an archaeological dig, and the result was that 871 + 2 is right
in the basement of the Hotel Reykjavik Centrum.
There’s actually not all that much to see here, but they do a really good job displaying and explaining everything. [Margaret
seemed to like it quite a bit more than I did, but she always liked that era of history.] As new as the museum is, it’s not surprising

that most of the exhibits are very interactive. You can press buttons to highlight different parts of the longhouse, and there are visual
displays with “ghost” images that portray life in Viking days.
There was also an exhibit where we were essentially supposed to play an educational video game. Neither Margaret nor I is
part of the video game generation, and it was more than a little difficult for us to get the thing to do anything at all. Eventually we saw
part of what we were supposed to, but nowhere near the whole thing.
The final display tells in detail of how they excavated and preserved the site. Almost everything here is extremely fragile, having
been decaying underground for more than a millennium. Things like wood posts were still recognizable, though, and they were able to
stabilize them by impregnating them with resin. The whole process really was quite fascinating [indeed, I found it more interesting
than the actual history presentation].
We made our way to the nearest Strætó bus stop and caught bus #1. If I wanted to stretch the truth, I could say there were
some movie stars among our fellow passengers on this bus. The “stars” I’m referring to were a couple who were featured in the Hlemmur
documentary I mentioned earlier. In fact, they were probably the most memorable people in that film. Unlike the old winos, this middleaged couple consisted of a man and woman who both received pensions for what was probably an intellectual disability. In addition to
bumming around at the bus station, they were part of a troupe of special needs people who performed plays for schools and other
organizations. In the film it was very clear the two were proud that they lived on their own, and they really seemed like quite nice people.
Certainly they were more productive members of society than most of the other people featured in Hlemmur. Largely because of their
disability, the couple was very recognizable. There was no question the people who boarded the bus right after us could only be them.
We didn’t speak, of course, but it was fascinating to see Icelanders who I actually recognized. I certainly wish them well.
We got off at the Baronstigur stop, which is right across from the 10/11 behind our hotel. We went up to our room (which today
had been cleaned nicely) and quickly changed into nicer clothes. We then went back to the bus stop and again caught bus #1, this time
headed to the southern suburbs.
It was right at rush hour when we boarded, and the bus was very crowded. Margaret and I were able to sit across from each
other, but it was standing room only by the time the bus had left downtown. Among the standees were two American businessmen who
had been living and working in Reykjavik for an extended time. They apparently knew each other, but not particularly well, and they had
a fairly loud conversation in English down the aisle of the bus. One of them had apparently just been re-assigned to a branch of his
company in Tennessee. I can’t imagine a life of moving from one temporary home to another, but I suppose the money in such jobs must
be good.
The other passengers all appeared to be Icelandic, and some of them were memorable. Two junior high age girls were seated
across the aisle from us, and for most of the trip they positioned themselves so the two of them occupied four seats. That lasted until an
elderly woman boarded. Eventually things became so crowded that they had little choice but to put their feet on the floor and let others
sit down. Another interesting passenger was an elderly woman who boarded about halfway through our trip. When she boarded all the
seats were occupied, but she made her way next to a seat across the aisle from us and basically grunted. The young woman who was
sitting there appeared to be shamed into giving up her seat for the old lady. I suppose it is courteous to let the elderly sit, but this old bitty
was in no way handicapped, and she was really very rude. Had she tried that trick with me, I’d likely have just turned away and let her
stand. [As I get older, I keep praying that I don’t turn into an angry oldster myself. Few things annoy me more than people who
spend half an hour holding up the line at McDonalds, just so they can save a dime on coffee with a senior discount. I definitely
hope I don’t become one of THOSE old people.]
Everyone who boarded this bus was on it for the duration of our ride, and it just got more and more crowded the farther south
we went. Only when we reached our destination did others also get off.
We left the bus at Fjordur (pronounced roughly like “fyurd”), a major bus terminal in the parking lot for a suburban shopping
center. Fjordur is in the town of Hafnarfjordur (HOB-narr-fyurd—the name means “harbor fjord”), one of half a dozen Reykjavik suburbs
that are among the ten largest cities in Iceland. Most of Hafnarfjordur is white concrete apartment buildings with red metal roofs built atop
black lava flows. At its heart (near the Fjordur shopping center), though, is a surprisingly pleasant old fishing village.
We made our way from the shopping center to a traffic circle and about a block down a nearby street. Our ultimate destination
was a massive complex called the Viking Village. Built of wood (most unique in Iceland), Viking Village dates to the mid 1800s. That
makes it one of the oldest buildings in Iceland, but its spire-topped design makes it look even older.
Most of Viking Village is a hotel, one that has received mostly negative reviews on various travel sites. We had dinner
reservations at the restaurant across from the parking lot from the hotel, a place officially called Fjörugarðurinn—a name I won’t even
attempt to give a pronunciation for. A man named Jóhannes Viðar Bjarnason had confirmed our 6:00 reservation with an e-mail stating,
“OK you are in our book and be welcome to us.” We arrived right at six, but the restaurant didn’t appear to be open. Another couple was
obviously also waiting to go in, and we joined them in killing some time in a park-like area in front of the place. We paced around for a
while, and then around 6:15 hesitantly opened a door and made our way inside. It was clear Margaret and I needn’t have bothe red
making the reservation; we were the first customers in the place tonight. [I’ve made unnecessary reservations a number of times in
my travels. In general, though, I’d rather be safe than sorry.]
The décor at Viking Village is probably best described as “assertively Viking”. Every surface in the place is covered in carved
wood, and lanterns, horns, swords, and shields adorn the walls and ceilings. It’s certainly kitschy, but also surprisingly attractive.

We were seated at the far end of
the room, at a rough-hewn wood table with
oddly-shaped wood benches covered with
velvet cushions. We were presented a
menu printed on fake parchment and
designed to look like a newspaper they
called the Viking Times. The place
settings looked like the sort of rough
pottery you see at Renaissance fairs, and

ABOVE: Viking Village complex – Hafnarfjordur, Iceland
RIGHT: Viking warning sign on the Viking Village building
while the flatware included knives, forks, and spoons, all had wood handles and featured an overly pointed design that added to the rustic
look. It really was quite a fun atmosphere.
We knew Viking Village was a very expensive restaurant—even by Icelandic standards. The cost was similar to my overpriced
lunch at the Walforf=Astoria a year ago. It was by far the priciest meal we had in Iceland. [I didn’t mention a specific price when I
wrote this originally, but I believe at the time it was about $75 each. I googled the restaurant in writing this revision, and if we
visited today we’d pay about $95 per person.] We justified the splurge, however, because we’d been led to believe there would be
entertainment (sort of a Viking floor show) with dinner. Both their website and a brochure we picked up state, “For years, enthusiastic
diners have travelled from all over the world to enjoy the delicious meals, lively music, and service of our singing Vikings and Valkries. …
During these famous feasts there is not a dull moment and guests can expect various treats and surprises offered by our singing Valkries
and Vikings. The fun reaches its height when the Fjöru-chieftain crowns one guest as an Honorary Viking.” I pictured something like a
madrigal dinner and was very much looking forward to the evening.
We never saw singing Vikings and Valkries. The waitstaff (one waiter and one waitress) was sort of semi-costumed in a vaguely
Viking theme. Our waiter, for instance, had a leather apron and a puffy shirt that tied to close, but he wore modern pants and shoes. The
only music was a CD of Icelandic folk songs that played in the background. It was a good CD (in fact Margaret wanted to buy a copy),
but recorded music by “our former house band” was hardly the treats and surprises we were led to expect. We were in the restaurant
more than an hour and a half, but no one was crowned an Honorary Viking, and the fun had reached its height when we took our seats.
As entertainment, Viking Village was really disappointing.
[I wrote a review of the Viking Village on TripAdvisor after returning from this trip. I entitled it “That’s All There Is?”
Oddly, six years later it still comes up as one of the first results when searching for the place. My review said:
We made an advanced reservation and took the bus down to Hafnarfjordur from Reykjavik to eat at the Viking
Village. We were really looking forward to it, having read that Viking waiters would serenade us and that one guest
would be crowned a "Viking king". I think they must only do that with the tour groups, though, because we certainly
saw nothing of the sort. The waiters were sort of semi-costumed (partially Viking and partially modern-day), and they
played a CD of Icelandic folk music in the background. That was it for entertainment, and while the decor was amusing,
it certainly wasn't worth coming all the way from Reykjavik to see.
The service was fine, and the food was actually very good. My dinner companion had the traditional Viking
feast (dried haddock and putrified shark, seafood soup, lamb shank, and skyr with blueberry sauce. I ordered a la carte
and had lamb soup, barbecued pork ribs, and the same skyr dessert. We had Brennivin and Gull beer, and also coffee.
The portions were not enormous, but they didn't strike me as chintzy either. Everything was properly cooked and
delicious. The dishes and cutlery reminded me of a Renaissance fair, and they certainly were in keeping with the theme.
This was the most expensive meal we ate in Iceland, coming to more than 17,000 ISK ($150) for dinner for two.
Had we gotten the entertainment we expected with the dinner it would have been worth it and made a memorable
evening. As it was, we frankly felt cheated.]

Fortunately the meal itself was
really very good. Margaret ordered the
traditional Viking feast. It began with a
dried haddock cracker, followed up with
putrified shark. The shark is cured with
ammonia and smells remarkably like
urine. It’s supposedly a “good luck” food
and is often eaten at Christmas.
Putrified shark is always followed up
with brennivin, which was served in a
brown pottery shot glass. Her meal also
included seafood soup topped with
unsweetened whipped cream, and
roasted lamb shank over mashed
potatoes with baby corn and carrots on
the side. (No one seems to have told
the chef that the Vikings couldn’t
possibly have eaten foods native to
Latin America like potatoes and corn.)
Her dessert was skyr topped with a
berry sorbet and blueberry sauce.
I was less adventurous, but I
also had a nice meal. My drink was Gull
beer (technically included as part of
Margaret’s Viking dinner, but she
offered it to me). I had lamb soup,
Margaret Sullivan holding the Icelandic flag that came with her putrified shark
barbecued pork ribs (with a small tossed salad, a baked potato, and the same baby corn and carrots Margaret had), and the skyr with
sorbet and blueberry sauce. After dinner we had coffee, mostly to occupy some time and see if any entertainment was forthcoming.
None was, and while the food was good Viking Village as a whole was a rip-off.
We of course used the restroom before leaving. It’s interesting that the restroom is actually in a second restaurant that is part
of the Viking Village complex. The second restaurant has no Viking décor at all [though apparently its name is Valhalla]. It’s an
elegant place full of marble, red velvet, and lace. That restaurant was absolutely empty tonight—not a single customer in the place. I’d
imagine it’s where people in Hafnarfjordur hold wedding receptions and the like, but it was definitely not the place to be on Wednesday
night.
Once we figured out we weren’t going to be entertained, we made our way to the bar to pay our check. It’s fairly standard in
Iceland to pay at the bar, which may go together with the lack of tipping in the country. That’s not something most travel books say, and
they really should since it’s not a custom visitors are likely to be expecting.
We made our way back to the busway at Fjordur and soon saw a bus #1 with “Hlemmur” as its destination. We boarded and
flashed our Reykjavik Welcome Cards to the driver, who grunted something in Icelandic. As I tried to take a seat, he ordered me and a
couple who had just boarded to come forward. (Margaret was still in the front at this point.) The others involved were a young American
couple, and the man ended up arguing quite loudly with the driver in English. They also had Reykjavik Welcome Cards, but for some
reason the driver wanted them to pay a cash fare. Since the cards are sold by Strætó and valid for bus fare, they were understandably
refusing to do so. I’m not sure what would have happened if we hadn’t also boarded with the same cards. Since this was now a four
against one battle, the driver got on his radio and called a supervisor. The conversation was in Icelandic, but I heard the English phrase
“Reykjavik Welcome Card” quite clearly. The supervisor apparently asked the driver for the dates and times written on the cards, which
he was obviously reading off. The radio voice assured him they were valid, and he let us all take our seats.
We were not the only ones with whom this driver had a bit of an attitude. About halfway between Hafnarfjordur and downtown
Reykjavik we reached a major station and a middle aged Icelandic man signaled to get off. We stopped, and the man waited by the rear
door to get off. The driver never opened the rear door. Finally the man ran up to the front and exited there. After he’d gotten off, only
then did the driver open and then immediately close the door in back. I’m not sure what the issue was there, but it provided a bit of the
entertainment we had missed at the restaurant.
We had a bit more entertainment courtesy of a mother and her child who boarded the bus somewhere downtown. As we drove
along the electronic voice announced the various stops. In Reykjavik the recordings are by a female voice that sounds rather like an old
schoolmarm. Her diction sounds very precise, but when you compare the words she says to the written words on the digital display, it’s
clear she drops syllables as much as any Icelander. Each announcement begins with the phrase “Nexta stop er …”, one of the few
Icelandic phrases whose meaning is pretty obvious. As we rode along tonight the mother was teaching her young child how to say “Nexta
stop” just like the woman in the recording. The kid ended up doing a very good imitation, and we got quite a chuckle out of it.
We had one more dealing with the rude driver. We pushed the stop button right away when the recording said “Nexta stop er Baronstigur”.
Margaret and I got up out of our seats and stood in the aisle by the rear door. The “STANÐUR” (stop requested) sign lit up in front, and
the driver could clearly see us in his mirror. The other American couple who had boarded at Fjordur also stood up; they were obviously
staying in the same area. The driver slowed down at Baronstigur, long enough to see that no one was waiting in the shelter there. He
never stopped, though, but just continued on past the stop. He stopped at a red light shortly past there, but he didn’t open the door. We

couldn’t get off until we got to Hlemmur.
While that was only a little bit out of our
way, it was pretty clear the driver had
intentionally bypassed our stop.
Back in our room I made a
point of going to the bus company’s
website, strætó.is. It’s interesting that
while there are both English and
Icelandic versions of most pages on that
site, the contact information page is
available only in Icelandic. I used
Google to translate that page (this time
without humorous results) and found the
e-mail address of the customer service
director. I e-mailed her (in English, of
course) explaining the different issues
we’d had with the driver tonight. I’ve yet
to receive a response, but I do hope the
guy got a minor reprimand. He really
was a jerk.
[I never did receive a
response from my complaint to the
bus company. I do hope someone at
least read it, though. This problem
illustrates the biggest issue I have
Interior of a Strætó bus – Reykjavik, Iceland
with buses, and it’s why I’m hesitant to take them in unfamiliar placers—especially where I don’t’ speak the language. Subways
and other trains will automatically stop at every station, but on buses you have to signal that you want to get off and trust that
the driver will stop there. Even a lot of express buses work that way. If they’d design buses so they’d automatically make every
stop, I’d be a lot more comfortable taking them.
Something I happened to find out in researching this revision is that the Hlemmur bus station no longer exists. The
area is still a major interchange for city buses, but the actual station is no longer used as a waiting area. Supposedly since
they now use the phone app for tickets and passes, they felt there was no longer a need to have a staffed station. The city
designated the area as a “gentrification zone”, and as part of that they’ve converted the bus station to a farmers’ market. It
would be fascinating to go back there and see how the neighborhood has changed.]

Thursday, August 11
Reykjavik, Iceland
We got up around 7:30 this morning. While we slept well, both Margaret and I were fairly slow getting going today. While we
got ready I watched a bit of a British morning show on TV. The big news all week was that the global markets had been crashing. I
certainly hoped I wouldn’t end up like the Icelanders who were overseas when their country’s economy collapsed.
I put in my notes that there was a very European crowd at breakfast today, though two weeks later I honestly don’t remember
much about them. I also wrote “waffle iron breaks”, and that was a bit more memorable. Like many hotels do these days, the Fosshotel
Baron offered fresh waffles as part of their breakfast. I never made one myself, but there was almost always a line for them. In America
they always have heavy restaurant-quality waffle irons and pre-measured cups of batter on the waffle bar. In Iceland, though, they had
the same plastic-housed waffle maker people might have in their home kitchen and a big steel bowl of batter with a ladle. Today someone
put far too much batter in the waffle iron, and they left it there too long. The waffle gunk leaked outside and sealed the machine shut.
Soon it started smoking, and before long we saw one of the bus girls hauling it back into the kitchen. Apparently they let it cool down
there, and someone pried it open and cleaned it out. We saw it working correctly again later.
I’ve never really followed the appeal of waffle makers at hotels. They always seem to slow down the line, and it’s not like even
the best waffle is exactly a special treat. I’ve been to a few hotels that have toaster waffles available, and that really seems a better
choice to me—the same result with much less bother and mess. [One of the best options I’ve seen was at an Econolodge where
they served waffles they’d prepared ahead of time which guests could microwave or toast. An amazing number of people seem
to like the do-it-yourself waffles.]
After breakfast we caught a bus downtown and made our way to the old harbor area. Our intended destination was the Vikin
Maritime Museum. (Why there’s no “G” at the end of “Vikin”, I have no clue.) We found the place with no problem. It’s located in a former
industrial building (apparently a fish cannery) that has been gentrified. The front houses lovely condos, while the museum is in the rear.
Unfortunately when we went up to the museum, we found they didn’t open until 11am. It was about 9:45 when we showed up, so there
was little point in hanging around.

Limited hours are a big problem in Iceland, to the point that it reminded me of trying to see things in New Orleans after the
hurricane. Almost nothing opens before 10am (which is when we assumed the museum would be opening), and closing times are often
3 or 4pm. Apparently hours have never been long, but in many cases they’ve become shorter since the crisis. A lot of the cultural
attractions used to get a government subsidy, which was cut when the economy tanked. Without that money they had to lay off workers,
which is why the hours were reduced. It wouldn’t surprise me if we see something similar in our own country in the coming years.
We were able to quickly catch a bus back to the main downtown mixmaster. From there we walked south past the government
buildings and the pond we’d seen the first day. Before too long we made it to the campus of the University of Iceland.
I was intrigued to see another building I recognized on the UI campus. This art deco concrete building with a grand set of stairs
leading up to its front entrance was featured prominently in the other Icelandic DVD I bought, a movie called 101 Reykjavik. The “101”
in the film’s title refers to the postal code for the central part of the city (and post codes are always written before the place name in
Iceland). “101” includes the historic area, downtown, and the residential area east of there—ending roughly at the Fosshotel Baron. It’s
considered the most happening place in Iceland, so 101 Reykjavik is kind of like Beverly Hills 90210.

ABOVE: University of Iceland building featured in 101 Reykjavik
101 Reykjavik has won numerous awards at independent film festivals around the world. It was the darling of critics, and—
unlike most films made in Iceland—it was actually a financial success. That said, it is a very strange movie indeed. I think the filmmakers
were trying to parody the “anything goes” hedonism of the boom years in Iceland in a rather surreal way. The film’s protagonist is a young
man named Hylnur who would best be described as a slacker. He’s thirty-four years old but still lives with his mother. They share a tiny
apartment in the sea of concrete and metal that is central Reykjavik. Hylnur supports himself through a disability pension that it’s clear
was really a scam. Until the end of the film, he never seriously tries to get a job. He does basically nothing all week and then spends the
weekends partying. The strangest feature of the film is a bizarre love triangle that involves the protagonist, his mother, and a bisexual
woman from Spain (Lola) who is in love with both Hylnur and his mother. It’s like the most complicated soap opera you can imagine
made into a movie.
The building we passed features in the film because of Hylnur’s relationship with a different woman who claims that in a drunken
haze he got her pregnant. While it turns out someone else is the actual father, she and Hylnur have a lengthy argument on the steps in
front of this building. At the end of that argument, the camera gradually pulls back to reveal the whole building much as is shown in the
picture above. The building didn’t really have much significance to the plot (though it probably is located in 101 Reykjavik), but it made a
very memorable set piece.
[Strange as these movies were, I really did enjoy watching both Hlemmur and 101 Reykjavik. Both of them were
interesting, and they did give me some insight into the place we were visiting.]
We spent quite a while wandering around the University of Iceland campus, trying to find our ultimate destination. Two things
stood out about the campus. One was that all the parking lots were gravel, similar to the parking I’d seen in Alaska a few years back. I
assume they must have frost heaves or other problems with pavement, so they use it sparingly. The other thing that stood out was dog
poop. The park-like campus is obviously a favorite place for people to walk their pooches. Everywhere we went we had to step carefully,
because careless owners had let their dogs do their business without cleaning up after them. It really was disgusting. [I have never
been a dog person, and I have very little patience for people who let their dogs pollute my environment. If they can’t clean up
after their mutts, they shouldn’t have them to begin with.]

The place we were looking for was the National Museum of Iceland. They had maps all around the campus, and we also had a
good map of central Reykjavik. None of those really helped much, though. Eventually we found a brochure that had a picture of the
museum, and we just looked around until we found a building that looked like the one in the photograph. The elusive building turned out
to be right next to where we’d entered the campus. Had we seen it then, we could have saved ourselves a lot of walking.
Once we finally found it, the Þjóminjasafn Íslands (National Museum of Iceland) was definitely worth our trouble. It’s large
without being overwhelming, and they do a nice job of tracing the history of this fascinating country. This was another place that was free
with the Reykjavik Welcome Card, but it would definitely have been worth the full admission [which is $20 as of 2017].
They begin in the settlement era and tell the history of the Vikings. This was presented in a somewhat different way than we’d
seen at either the Saga Museum or at 871 + 2, and it was interesting to compare all the different perspectives.
Beyond the Vikings I had another taste of how comparatively recent most of Icelandic history is. While Iceland became Christian
shortly after its settlement, and the bulk of the display [on Christianity in Iceland] dated from the 19th Century. I have to say that really
doesn’t seem that historic to me. The church I go to myself dates to 1858, and many of the kids I teach go to equally old churches in St.
Joe and Wesley. It seemed kind of odd that these “artifacts” weren’t still in use on Sunday mornings. I suppose, though, that like that
church we’d seen that was turned into a sports club, the places these were taken from fell victim to a more secular age.
My favorite exhibit traced the countless changes that came to Iceland in the 20 th Century. They called it the “circle of time”, and
they split up a big circle into sectors that represented the different decades of the 1900s. Each displayed different memorabilia that was
new to Iceland in that decade. It reminded me of bit of a scrapbook we put together for a dinner that honored one of my grandfather’s
milestone birthdays. In it we traced the numerous inventions and other changes that had come during his lifetime. [I still remember
that birthday party for Grandad. It would be fascinating to do something similar today—say when I celebrate a similar milestone.
There have been so many changes with technology in recent years, it’s amazing to think that we even got by in the “olden
days”.] This was the same idea, only better done, and it clearly drove home the point that Iceland had changed more in the hundred
years from 1900 to 2000 than in the thousand years that preceded them.
Another fascinating exhibit was called “Mend & Fix”. (I forget the Icelandic name, but I know it rhymed and was alliterative in
the native language.) This one noted that until quite recently most Icelanders were very poor. They had to make do by mending and
fixing what they had rather than buying new things. Among the things they showed was a method of fixing broken glassware so there
wasn’t a noticeable crack. They also displayed clothes that had been turned and re-turned and beautiful patchwork creations that had
been made of clothes that were completely worn out. There’s nothing unique about this, of course. My parents and every one of their
generation grew up doing the same things. We made due by mending and fixing in my own family until my teenage years, when the
household shrank and my dad’s income increased. I’m afraid, though, that while the time it portrays is not that long ago, “Mend & Fix”
really is a historic exhibit. I’m almost positive that very few kids today—in America or Iceland—would be familiar with the ideas it
represents. Almost no one wears hand-me-downs these days, few know how to sew or use simple tools, and even things that aren’t
broken or worn out are thrown away to make room for the latest “must haves”. I’m guilty of that myself, but I must say I do find it kind of
sad.
The other really memorable exhibit at the National Museum was their 1960s living room. The place was furnished and
accessorized in a way that was supposedly typical in Iceland in the ‘60s, which looked a bit more like something from the 1950s in
America. As at the Arbær, we could go in to the room and handle everything there. It was fun to thumb through the 1967 Reykjavik
phone book. I’d read before and confirmed here that in Iceland the phone book is alphabetized by first name, followed by the patronymic
(so Leifur Eriksson comes before Leifur Jonssan). Since there are repeats of almost every possible name in Iceland, they tell apart all
the Leifur Erikssons by listing their occupation after the name. (Supposedly people supply those occupations voluntarily, and many are
fictitious.) Finally, if there are multiple Leifur Eriksson—explorer entries, they list the address to clarify which one is which. While I could
only make out a few words here and there in the phone book, it was clear that the arrangement I’d read about was being used. I also
thumbed through some Icelandic magazines from the ‘60s, and the pictures and ads gave some interesting insights into life in that place
and time.
[My favorite museums almost anywhere are those that show day-to-day life in different times and places. They did that
very well at the Icelandic National Museum, which is why it was a definite highlight of the trip.]
Once we’d finished going through the national museum, we caught a bus to the Vikin Maritime Museum, which was finally open.
While I’m not really a nautical person, this was still an interesting place. It was another freebie, too, so I certainly can’t complain. Iceland
has historically depended on the sea, and this museum traced the maritime history from Viking days through modern times. It was
amazing to compare the tiny boats that first crossed the Atlantic with the immense 20 th Century trawlers, whose nets were larger than a
football field. Margaret was particularly intrigued by a display on one ship that had an all-female crew. I missed that exhibit, but there
were numerous others that did catch my interest.
In addition to ships (some complete and sections or models of others), they had other maritime-related displays. We saw how
fish was processed—whether by drying, salting, freezing, or canning. It is amusing that the uniforms on the mannequins that represented
fish processing workers were made by 66o North, the ubiquitous Icelandic sporting goods maker. If their uniforms cost as much as their
cold weather gear, it’s amazing the fish packers make any money at all.
I almost broke my camera at the maritime museum. The floors there were very uneven, and at one point I tripped. The camera
went flying onto a hard tile floor. The lens was out at the time, and when I pressed the button to retract it, nothing happened. I figured
this would be one of those items that was beyond mending and fixing, and I was glad I was at least toward the end of the trip. I played
with it for a while, though, and eventually I was able to force the lens back in the camera. Amazingly, when I pressed the button again it
came out, and when I pressed it yet again it retracted as if nothing had happened. The pictures I took after this didn’t seem noticeably

different than those I did before, so I guess I must have been very lucky. The camera’s not expensive, but even a cheap one pushes a
hundred bucks these days. [I still have that same camera years later. In fact I used it last week to take pictures at a school
baseball game. The lens cover hasn’t retracted since the trip to Iceland, but the camera itself still works as well as it ever did.
I like that camera because it uses standard AA batteries, rather than needing to be recharged through a USB port. Until it really
does die, I’ll keep on using it.]
After seeing the maritime museum, we had a leisurely walk through downtown. Our main stop here was at Reykjavik’s central
post office. There were times when Reykjavik seemed like a major city, but our visit to the post office was definitely not one of those
times. The main post office in Reykjavik occupies part of the second floor of an old downtown office building, and their service counter
has exactly two employees.
We stopped here because my brother Steve was interested in Icelandic stamps. In particular he wanted us to mail him postcards
with Icelandic commemoratives. When I found out that mailing such postcards would cost 220 ISK (nearly $2, versus 29¢ to mail them
from home), [It now costs $2.85 to mail a postcard from Iceland to the States. International postcards always actually cost more
than 29¢ even six years ago, and today sending one from America to Europe costs $1.15.] I decided against that plan. Margaret
was more generous than me, though, and she bought enough stamps to send Steve several cards. Buying those stamps and putting
them on cards was a bit of an ordeal for her. They normally sell tourists single 220 ISK stamps that fit nicely in the corner of a card.
When Margaret told the clerk she wanted a variety of stamps, the clerk went to a safe in back and brought out several years’ worth of
philatelic leftovers. Most were worth from 30 to 50 ISK, so it took as many as six of them to mail a card. The clerk put them together in
groups of 220 in little waxed paper envelopes (though she goofed up the totals in a couple of them), and Margaret spent quite a bit of
time in the evening arranging the stamps so they would fit on the cards and still leave room for the address.
Just as many American post offices do these days, the Reykjavik
post office sold many things besides stamps. They also sold boxes in
which to mail packages, all types of office supplies, and even candy. An
interesting feature was greeting cards for all occasions. I never saw a
Hallmark store or a card display in the department stores or supermarkets
we visited. It may be there’s so few people in Iceland that it’s just not a
profitable thing to sell. The post office did have them, and I browsed
through such things as a “Hello Kitty” birthday card in Icelandic.
In addition to stamps, Margaret and I each bought Christmas
ornaments. Apparently every year Iceland Post issues a new ornament,
which corresponds to a holiday stamp issue that same year. The
ornaments come in gold and silver colors (though the clerk assured us
there was nothing precious about the metal in them), and they really are
very attractive. At between 700 and 1000 ISK ($6.10 - $8.70) they’re also
among the cheapest souvenirs in the country. [I still put that ornament
up every Christmas. It’s definitely one of my favorties.]
We decided to have lunch at a place we’d read about numerous
times in preparing for this trip, Vegamót. We pronounced the place as if
it were a French word, though most likely in Icelandic it would be
something like VAKE-yah-moot. The word actually means “crossroads” it
ABOVE: Dove ornament from the Iceland Post
BELOW: Vegamót – Reykjavik, Iceland
LEFT: Patio area at Vegamót

in Icelandic, and while it took us forever to find the place, once we did definitely was at the crossroads of the downtown area. It was a
beautiful sunny day, and the patio at Vegamót was filled to overflowing. Everyone in Reykjavik seemed to be dining al fresco this
afternoon. Everyone looked very trendy, dressed either “business casual” or in the tight black outfits that seem de rigeur all over Europe.

We shoved our way past the outdoor tables and found a single unoccupied table indoors next to the bar. We seated ourselves and did
some serious people watching.
Vegamót is open most of the day, and they serve just about anything you could imagine. After a lengthy wait, a server asked
us in English if we’d ordered yet. When we said we hadn’t, we were presented with a menu larger than some books that detailed all the
restaurant’s different offerings. We had plenty of time to ponder the selections, as it was a good fifteen minutes before a different server
actually took our order.
I had a chicken quesadilla and a Pepsi (which I ordered mostly to add another bottle to my collection), while Margaret had a
chicken satay salad and French press coffee. Each of our bills was around 2000 ISK ($17.40). [It would be difficult to eat at Vegamót
for less than $30 a plate these days.] The servings were enormous, but the food was not particularly memorable. The service was
absolutely abysmal, but it was still a fun meal. I certainly wouldn’t call the place haute cuisine, but I am glad we had lunch there.
From Vegamót we walked down Laugavegur, the main downtown shopping drag. We did a bit of window shopping, but our only
actual stop was at Te & Kaffi. You can probably figure out from the name that this was Iceland’s answer to Starbuck’s. It was intriguing
that they had illustrations of all the various coffee drinks you could order at Te & Kaffi. I don’t much care for milk in coffee, but if I did it
would at least be good to have a clue what I was ordering.
I just got a plain coffee. For such plebian fare, I served myself and paid at the counter. It was interesting that while the clerk
spoke to the person in front of me in English, he addressed me only in Icelandic. I certainly didn’t think I looked like an Icelander, but
perhaps there was something about me that seemed local. I knew the cost was 360 ISK ($3.15), and I paid with exact change, so it really
didn’t matter what language was used to conduct the transaction.
We made our way back to the hotel and rested up there for an hour or so. At 3:50 the phone rang. It was the front desk, letting
us know that the bus was waiting for our final pre-paid tour. That was odd. The pick-up time was not supposed to be until 4pm, and the
tour itself wouldn’t begin until 5:00. We said we’d be right down, though, and we got our stuff together and made our way downstairs.
The driver was the rudest of the ones we’d encountered on Iceland Excursions. He seemed a bit perturbed that we weren’t
there well before the scheduled departure time. He asked if I had my tickets, and I showed him the ones I’d picked up from the Gray Line
office earlier in the week. “Good,” he grunted, “then I don’t have to stop.” He drove us the mile or so to the harbor, and right at 4:00 he
deposited us at a little kiosk that said “Elding” on its sign. He had me show our tickets to a girl at the kiosk and then just left. Our tour
was a whale watching boat trip, and apparently Gray Line just sub-contracts this out with Elding. Except for taking us from the hotel to
the harbor, Gray Line/Iceland Excursions had nothing whatsoever to do with this tour.
The Elding girl first assumed we knew what to do next. When it became clear we didn’t, she directed Margaret and me to “the
red boat”. We still had about an hour to kill, but we slowly made our way to the end of the docks.
In front of the boarding area there was a man dressed up in a whale suit who was passing out pamphlets advising tourists not
to eat whale meat. Iceland continues to do commercial whaling, and whale meat is sold in some of the more expensive Reykjavik
restaurants. We never tried it, but I really don’t know that I’d have cared if we had. To me those massive trawler nets are at least as
ecologically unfriendly as whale harpoons. Whales are cuter than cod, though, so they’re what grabs the attention of the animal rights
people. Having read that Icelandic nutritional information, the protestor got my brain wondering just how much orka there was in a meal
of orca. […And, of course, I had to google the answer to that. It turns out there’s 327 calories in a typical 100-gram serving of
whale meat.]
They had a very nice and comparatively cheap gift shop at the
entrance to the boat. A British girl named Megan was the saleslady there,
and I bought an art glass suncatcher that featured the flat-topped Mt. Esja
across the harbor from Reykjavik. When we finally boarded, we found out
Megan would also be our tour guide. The captain of the boat was apparently
also British; his name was Albert. The mate was all Icelandic, though—the
second male Elsa we encountered in Reykjavik.
Megan began by noting that complimentary seasickness tablets
were available. She noted that the seas were very calm today, but that
sensitive people might consider taking them. Margaret and I did, and we’d
be very glad we had. She then noted that if people did become ill, there were
bags for that purpose. The bags, she noted, could double for serving
popcorn. Following that she had a jovial discussion of safety, and she went
on to note that cold weather gear was available in case passengers found it
too chilly on the water. I came close to getting that myself, as this was by far
the coldest thing we did in Iceland. My sweater and jacket sufficed, but
gloves in particular would have been nice.

Mt. Esja suncatcher
[It sits in my bedroom window to this day.]

I honestly hadn’t expected much out of this tour. I assumed we’d have a nice view of the harbor and perhaps see some birds.
If we were lucky we might spot a distant whale or two. I was most pleasantly surprised. Elding’s website has a blog that tells all what
happened on each of the tours they give each day. Here’s what they had to say about ours:

11 August – Tour at
17:00: Nothing really changed
on this tour, as it was as
incredible as the previous ones.
Started
at
Akurey,
but
unfortunately not many puffins
and then headed out into Faxaflói
Bay to the hot spot and once
again
had
minke
whales
surfacing everywhere.
Three
surfaced at once within 10 or so
meters of each other and only 15
meters from us. Hundreds of
gannets plunging into the water
and great harbour porpoises.
Another great day in Faxaflói
Bay. Let’s hope it continues.
That is a pretty accurate
description.
Akurey (AH-koo-ree) is
dubbed “Puffin Island” by the tour boats,
since in summer it is home to thousands of
the tiny birds. We did see a few puffins,
though they basically looked like black and
white dots among the rocks and moss. At
Reykjavik harbor area and HARPA concert hall
that point we mostly had a nice view of
Reykjavik, though one that was somewhat spoiled by a huge collection of oil storage tanks near the harbor.
From there it was a long trip (half an hour or so) to an area near where the bay empties into the open Atlantic. The trip out was
pleasant, but when we stopped the boat rocked mercilessly. Even with the Dramamine, my stomach was more than a bit queasy. I was
never sick, but I was glad when we got to moving again. Moving in a straight line was far smoother than just bobbing in the water.
The “hot spot” really was full of whales. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a whale before, so that really was kind of cool. I attempted
to take dozens of pictures, but of course pretty much every time I did, the whale had gone back to the water by the time I actually had
reacted.

Tail of a minke whale (at lower right) after surfacing in Faxiflói Bay near Reykjavik
A gannet is the bird that is called an alcatraz in Spanish, the bird for which the prison island was named. They look a lot like
gulls, and I really couldn’t tell you what makes them unique. Harbor porpoises are technically a type of whale, though much smaller than
most aquatic mammals. We saw a lot of other sea life as well, and this really was a fascinating trip.
There was another whale watching tour on the harbor at the same time we were. A boat named Andrea from another company
also went to the hot spot. We were close enough to that boat that we could even hear their guide. The guides tell you where the whales
are by giving clock numbers in relation to the front of the boat. It was a little strange to have our guide tell us to look at 10:00, while the
Andrea guide was saying there was a whale at 3:00. Looking out the side of the boat, that whale was at 12:00 to me.
We stayed in the hot spot for forty-five minutes or so and then made our way back On our return trip they played an oldies
radio station in the background. We were treated to such songs as “Big Yellow Taxi” and its classic line “They paved paradise and put
up a parking lot”. That seemed a very strange thing to be hearing on a nature tour, but it definitely was memorable.
[I liked the whale tour in Iceland, but it was not nearly as much fun as the whale watching we did by Zodiac in Churchill,
Manitoba. Being right on the water we almost felt like the whales would jump right into the boat. Strangely, the ride is also
smoother in the smaller boat. I didn’t feel sick at all on the Canadian whale watching trip.]

A cruise ship was pulling out of the harbor
as we arrived. I don’t think I’d ever seen one of those
up close before, and it really is amazing just how
massive they are. This was actually one of the
smaller cruise ships. The big ones arrive at the new
harbor farther east, because they’re too big to dock
downtown. The picture at left shows that even the
small cruise ship was bigger than the HARPA
concert hall, though, and it dwarfed almost
everything else in the harbor. Only a big ship that
served as an inspection station for European
fisheries came close to its size. [Shortly before she
died Margaret was supposed to take a cruise
around Iceland with her friend Marlene. They’d
almost certainly have been on a boat very similar
to this one.]
While both Margaret and my brother John
have enjoyed cruises, it’s something I’ve never really
seriously considered. I think I’m too restless, and I’d
feel trapped on board a boat all the time. As I said
before, I’m just not a nautical person. I’m not a great
fan of the ocean, and repeated seasickness has
Cruise ship in old harbor – Reykjavik, Iceland
convinced me I’m a landlubber. I enjoy hearing
about other people’s cruises, but it’s nothing I’ve ever cared to do myself. [Almost everyone I’ve known who has taken cruises has
liked them, but I really do picture myself feeling claustrophobic onboard a ship.]
We walked from the harbor to the MR, which is one of the main downtown bus stops. MR is pronounced “myrrh”, like the
Epiphany gift. In Icelandic initials almost always seem to be pronounced as words, rather than a set of letters. The inter-city bus station
BSI was said something like “bus-uh”, and we heard a couple of other abbreviations that became words as well.
We had an uneventful ride back to Baronstigur,
our last bus ride on Strætó. I made a note that a kid on a
cell phone in shorts was seated next to us, but I can’t say
I find him memorable two weeks later. The shorts,
however, do bear mentioning, since they really were pretty
uncommon. While not as cold as its name implies, Iceland
is definitely not a tropical country. The highs were in the
mid 60s most of the time we were there, with lows around
50 overnight. This was unseasonably warm for Reykjavik
in August. Typically the highs in August are in the upper
50s, with lows near 40. Even the “hot” weather we
experienced is hardly shorts weather. Then again, some
of the kids I teach wear shorts when it’s below zero (which,
by the way is colder than it ever gets in Iceland), so I guess
anything goes.
Men in Iceland tend to wear black or gray twill
pants, and lightweight sweaters are common in summer. I
even saw some people in the heavy sweaters tourists are
supposed to buy, but they looked uncomfortably warm.
Decorative scarves are also popular for both sexes. The
women often wear fashionable skirts or short shorts, but
they keep warm by wearing thermal tights underneath
them. The tights are either brightly colored or black, and
they often have a design in them reminiscent of old silk
stockings. Most people’s skin is china doll white. Natural
tanning isn’t a viable option here, and “fake baking” doesn’t
seem to have caught on.
We dumped our stuff at the hotel and then went
across the street. Directly east of the Baron is a strange
two-story strip mall with three unusual tenants. The west
end houses the Embassy of India (not what you really
expect in a strip mall—or in Iceland, for that matter). In the
middle is some government agency identified by the seal
of Iceland. The east end was our destination, a restaurant
Margaret Sullivan at the MR bus stop in downtown Reykjavik
named Kryddlegin Hjortu, which means “spicy hearts” in
Icelandic. [On their website they actually say it means “seasoned hearts”. The restaurant is still in operation in 2017, but it has

relocated to a point one block south and three blocks west. The strip mall location by the Indian embassy is now a Domino’s
pizza franchise.] The place specializes in organic food, and they go a bit overboard on new age décor. I have to say, though, this was
the best meal I ate in Iceland. I had soup and salad bar (1700 ISK or about $14.75). That sounds pricey, but here it was much better
value than elsewhere. [It’s $20 today, which would still be good
value in Reykjavik.] I tried three of their four soups, and they were
all superb. The lamb stew was meatier and more hearty than the two
others I’d had. I also tried a carrot soup that was oddly green, but
really delicious. The final soup was a chicken curry that had just the
right level of spicy heat. Kryddlegin Hjortu has won awards for its
soups, and it was easy to see why.
The salad bar was also very nice, which I knew by now is
very rare in this vegetable-starved country. In addition to tossed salad
ingredients, they had a variety of side salads. One of the most
interesting was a three bean salad that was made with completely
different beans than its American equivalent. There were also several
pasta salads with vinegar-based dressings that came across as lighter
and healthier than mayonnaise.

Margaret’s tandoori fish

Margaret chose to have tandoori-baked fish with mango
sauce and couscous, and she said it was also excellent. [In 2017 that
would cost $27; I think it was about $24 six years ago.]

To drink we just had water, which is always complimentary in Iceland. Here they had differently flavored waters. They’d put
various fruits and vegetables in different pitchers and let them infuse their flavor into the water. In addition to the classic lemon, we tried
cucumber and also orange. They tasted better than I expected and were certainly unique.
We were the only foreign customers at Kryddlegin Hjortu. It was obvious to the hostess that we were tourists, and she asked if
we were staying at the Barón. Few tourists that aren’t staying there would ever venture so far from downtown [which is likely why they
relocated]. The place appears to be a place Icelandic couples and groups of friends go to spend a quiet evening. There’s a gorgeous
view of the waterfront out their window, with Mt. Esja in the background. It’s not elegant or romantic, but it is one of the most pleasant
restaurants I’ve eaten in.
We went back to the hotel and began packing up our stuff, double-checking to make sure this time we’d have appropriately
weighted carry-on bags. Before long we retired for the night.

Friday, August 12
Reykjavik, Iceland to Bloomington, Minnesota
I was up about 6:45 this morning, and I spent a bit more time packing. Before long we went down to breakfast. The waffle iron
was back, and today Margaret used it to make herself a breakfast waffle. It was thinner and crispier than the waffles you would see in
America, with smaller and shallower indentations. To me it seemed closer to what you might see in a waffle cone you’d put ice cream in
than the namesake dish at Waffle House. [I actually think I’d like it better than traditional American waffles, which always seem
too thick to me.] My breakfast novelty was a freshly baked croissant, which was light and delicious.
The most noteworthy person at breakfast was a lady from North Dakota who attempted to speak to some German people in
their native language. The Germans were perfectly fluent in English, and they seemed to communicate better when she spoke English
as well. She spoke both languages loud enough for the whole breakfast room to hear. We found out she was a retired teacher, and
before going into education she had been in the Peace Corps.
While I would have liked to have spent more time
sightseeing, we ended up dawdling around the hotel much of the
morning. That did allow me to see a fascinating show on TV.
The Jeremy Kyle show was on the Welsh channel, and it was
one of those daytime shows where pathetic people air the dirty
laundry of their lives. People on the show accused their romantic
partners of cheating on them or accused members of their
families of theft and fraud. In one case, for instance, someone
had been accused of stealing money that was being saved for
their grandmother’s cremation. Jeremy would give the accused
a lie detector test, which almost always “proved” the accused was
guilty. While most of them likely were thieves and philanderers,
the truth is that lie detectors can’t actually “prove” anything—
that’s why they’re inadmissible in court. To Jeremy, though, the
“Official” image from the Jeremy Kyle show
machines’ verdicts were not to be questioned, and even mixed
results meant absolute guilt. The accused always looked dumfounded at the results, and the accusers would invariably storm off stage
in tears. It was really quite funny (which I’m sure was the main intent), but rather pathetic as well.

[I’ve never been a great
fan of this type of show, and I’m
rather embarrassed that they’ve
spread from America to the rest of
the world. The British tabloids
make American papers seem
tame, though, so I suppose it
makes sense that their television
should
have
similarly
low
standards.]
Eventually we did go out
walking for a bit. We walked east
along the harbor, away from
downtown but toward the modern
business area in Reykjavik. This is
a neighborhood of miniature
skyscrapers, the sort of thing you
might see in downtown Cedar
Rapids (which is, of course, just
slightly smaller than Reykjavik). A
lot of the construction was done
during the boom years, and today
many of the offices and condos are
nearly empty, The upper floors of

Website view of a guest on The Jeremy Kyle Show
many buildings aren’t even finished; the exterior walls and windows are
done, but we could see they hadn’t even divided up rooms inside. It was a
rather eerie area to walk around in.
We stopped at another N1 station to get a bit of coffee and then
continued our walk through some somewhat older residential areas. At one
point Margaret paused to take a picture of a nice garden in the yard of one
of the homes. Just after she did we happened on a woman who was walking
her dog. The woman seemed both pleased and embarrassed as she told
us it was her garden Margaret had photographed. The garden was unique
in Reykjavik. The vast majority of the city is either apartments or row
houses. Many of the single family homes have been sub-divided, and
they’re often crammed on very small lots. That makes for very few yards.
Moreover the climate and lack of good soil means that things traditional
gardens are very rare indeed. The one Margaret photographed was hardly
spectacular, but it was well tended and just about the nicest in town. While
its owner was startled, I think she was also rather proud that Margaret found
her garden worthy of being photographed.

Nearly empty skyscraper in eastern Reykjavik
what the best way of distributing her stuff was.

We made our way back to the hotel, and Margaret spent quite a bit
of time packing and re-packing her bags. We’d figured out that in addition
to the carry-on we were also allowed to carry a “personal item” on the plane,
and each of them could weigh six kilograms. We were also allowed to check
two bags if we wanted to, and Margaret debated what the best way of

Eventually the hotel’s check-out time arrived. Shortly before noon we made our way down to the lobby. I turned in our key, and
the clerk made a quick scan of the computer. They didn’t even print a folio, but just noted that everything was prepaid and there were no
additional charges. The card number on which the hotel was paid no longer exists, and they never asked for a card at check-in. That
means they couldn’t charge me anything more if they wanted to. The only additional charge we had (the internet access) was paid with
cash, so everything should have been correct. [I’ve heard of people who had horror stories of being billed by hotels after the fact.
Knock on wood—I’ve never had such a problem.]
We waited a while for the airport bus. It was certainly not early like the whale watching trip, but they picked us up more or less
on time. Margaret and I were the first people to board the bus. We then headed over to that neighborhood of mini-skyscrapers, where
we stopped at the Hilton Nordica. [Not surprisingly, the Hilton is considered one of the best hotels in Reykjavik. When we were
there in 2011, it was nearly double the cost of the Fosshotel Barón. Interestingly, the Hilton’s rates haven’t gone up nearly as
much as the Barón’s. Today a standard twin room (that is, two single beds) at the Hilton would cost about $225, which is just
slightly more than Fosshotels charge. The Hilton has a much wider range of rooms, though, and most of them are at least $500.
At the top of the range is their presidential suite, which even with a discount applied goes for more than $1,200 a night.]
[At the Hilton] we picked up a family that had been living in Britain for several years and were now moving home to America.
While they had shipped most of their belongings separately, each member of the family had plenty of luggage of their own. The bus was
more or less packed after that family boarded.

ABOVE: Typical residential street in Reykjavik
BELOW: Snorrabraut, a typical business street near the Fosshotel Baron.
We picked up a couple more
people at the Park Inn, a hotel quite near
the Hilton. Then we drove to a strange
N1 station that has its own exit off the
freeway. (There’s a separate N1 station
for traffic in the other direction.) The
original plan was to combine our group
with another bus that had picked up
people at different hotels. Unfortunately
both buses were jam-packed with
luggage, making it pretty much
impossible for the whole group to fit in
either one.
After radioing the
dispatcher, they decided to have both
buses continue to the airport separately.
Before we could leave, though, they told
all the passengers on our bus to give our
tickets to the other driver. Everyone
else had actual tickets, but the Gray Line
office had told me I wouldn’t need them
for the return trip. I gave my e-mail
confirmation to the driver. He seemed
surprised, but accepted it. [They’d
really do well to make plain on their
website exactly what documentation
is required when.]
As we made our way southward through the suburbs and into the Reykanes peninsula, the driver asked if we’d like to have
narration. No one objected, so he got out his microphone and gave quite a good spiel. Most of what he said revolved around the
volcanoes, but he also told of the hidden people and a few of the attractions in the area. We’d heard almost all of it before, but it was a
nice summary before our departure.

LEFT: Our airport bus at N1 station
Reykjavik, Iceland
RIGHT Leifur Eriksson International Airport
Keflavik, Iceland
We arrived at the airport shortly after 1pm,
which was several hours before our scheduled
departure. Keflavik airport is busy in the early
morning and late afternoon, but in between it’s very
dead.
We navigated an enormous tape maze to
reach the Icelandair check-in area. The counter can accommodate at least a dozen clerks, but only two were working at this time, and
they could have gotten by with one. After all the trouble we’d gone to in re-packing, it was a bit annoying [though predictable] that no
one at Keflavik cared about the weight of our carry-ons. They just punched in the numbers for our e-tickets, checked our passports, sent
our checked luggage down a conveyor, and gave us our boarding passes.
We quickly made our way up to security, where another empty tape maze greeted us. I’ve been to places where they could realign the tape mazes to create a short-cut when there was no line. That was not the case in Iceland, though. We certainly got our
exercise walking down and back and down again before we finally got up to the front. Security was efficient and friendly, really one of
the nicest security experiences I’ve had in recent years. [Friendliness is really the key to making security work. When the officers
are polite and respectful, everyone is willing to put up with the necessary evil. It’s when they take the attitude that you’re guilty
until proven innocent that it gets annoying.]
We scoped out the secure side of the Keflavik airport, which is a bit strange. At the end of the airport near security, they have
what amounts to a big shopping mall kind of like Northstar Crossing in the big terminal in Minneapolis. Unfortunately most of the stores
here close up at midday. The siesta makes sense given that there’s almost no one in the terminal at that time of day, but it meant our
options for killing time were pretty limited. About all that was open when we arrived was the enormous duty free store. We did patronize
them, buying “airplane” bottles of uniquely Icelandic booze (Reyka vodka, brennivin, and the dreaded Opal). They may have been “duty
free”, but they certainly weren’t cheap. These individual serving bottles were 299 ISK ($2.60) each, though they had a special offer with
six for the price of five. Back in Iowa airplane bottles are usually somewhere between one and two bucks, and I’ve seen specials that put
them as low as 99¢. Both Margaret and I had thought about buying a full-size bottle of brennivin, but when the cost pushed forty bucks
a bottle, we thought better of it.
Away from the airport packaged liquor (including beer) in Iceland is only available at a state owned chain called Vín-Búðin.
These stores are also the only places you can purchase tobacco products. I checked their website (which is very comprehensive), and
it’s not really a surprise that their prices make the airport duty-free store seem cheap. The individual bottles are 399 ISK ($3.50) at VínBúðin, and a fifth of most spirits is around $60. [Booze is another of those things that is more expensive almost anywhere other
than America. Politicians can say what they will, but our country’s taxes are just about the lowest on earth.] As is typical for
Iceland, hours are very limited. Both booze and cigarettes can only be purchased between 11am and 6pm, with neither available on
Sundays. It was easy to observe that neither the hours nor the prices stop anyone from drinking or smoking, though.
We had lunch at the airport branch of Kaffitár (pronounced roughly like “COFFEE-tower”), which is Iceland’s answer to Panera.
They specialize in coffee, but serve a full lunch menu as well. I had a ham panini (like a Cuban sandwich, but without the p ickle), while
Margaret had quiche. The food was good, and it was served on nice china—quite unusual for an airport. We had a nice leisurely lunch.
While we ate the stores in the mall gradually opened in anticipation of the afternoon wave of arrivals from Europe and departures to
America.
I spent a while browsing through the airport mall. My biggest purchase was a bright orange T-shirt that said “skál” (the Icelandic
toast) in fuzzy writing that makes it look like the viewer has had a bit too much to drink. It was 2400 ISK (almost $21), but still just about
the cheapest T-shirt I’d seen in Iceland. We had a bit of left-over Icelandic money, and I went back to the duty free store to dispose of it.
In addition to adult beverages, they also sell candy, chips, and sundries. I felt like I was on The Price Is Right as I combined different
items to come as close as possible to the amount of money I had on hand, and I ended up with less than 50 krona in my pocket. There
was a container where travelers could donate their excess currency to help out a children’s hospital, and I threw the coins in there. That
was a far smaller donation than the 5,000 ISK note I saw near the top of the heap. [Having some sort of donation option for leftover
currency really is a good idea at an international airport.]

After lunch we made our way toward the departure
area for U.S. flights. The gates at Keflavik airport are all fairly
distant from the mall area, connected to it by what amounts
to a long corrugated metal skywalk.

Leifur Eriksson International Airport
LEFT: Nude sculptures decorating the mall
ABOVE: Long skywalk to gate area
Once we reached the U.S. departure area, we
found that there was a passport check before we could get
to the actual gates. (There is no similar check for flights
departing to Europe, because of Iceland’s membership in the
“borderless” free trade area.) The passport area was not
open when we arrived, so we had to sit and wait. While we
did we could see the flights from Europe begin to arrive, and
group after group of passengers made their way down the
skywalk.
There was an information desk near where we were
waiting, and Margaret eventually went over there to check
when the passport check would open. She told me the girl at the desk said they should open at 3pm, but she had rolled her eyes with
the answer. Apparently they would open when they opened.
It was closer to 3:15 than 3:00 when the passport kiosk opened. Margaret and I joined one other passenger in going through
right after they opened. The agent was particularly intrigued by Margaret’s passport, which was full of stamps from the many places
she’d been. Eventually he did find the entry stamp for Iceland, and he was able to put an exit stamp right beside it.
After going through passport control, we proceeded through another tape maze. This one led to a desk where an Icelandair
employee checked our boarding passes. She directed us ahead to a stairway and escalator, where we went down to the basement of
the terminal. All the American gates were located downstairs.
We were extremely glad we’d gotten to the airport and gone through passport control early. That’s because there was almost
no seating anywhere near Gate 25. The gate area itself had literally no seating—just an open room with a desk at one end and a window
that looked out at the tarmac. A nearby hallway led to our gate and another that was for a flight headed to Seattle. It had benches at the
side with seating for about a dozen people total. That was all the seating remotely near the gate. Margaret and I nabbed a bench and
were soon joined by a woman from Hawaii who had been visiting people in Germany. Within just a few minutes it was standing room
only, and before long the whole area was jam-packed with people.
Among the passengers waiting here was the woman from North Dakota we’d seen at breakfast this morning. She didn’t seem
to care that there was no seating, as she paced all through the gate area and tried to strike up conversations with people who weren’t all
that eager to talk with her. Many of the other passengersw were junior high or high school boys. There had apparently been a Scout
jamboree in Norway, and a lot of kids were returning from that. Others (including several kids from Iowa) had been at a soccer tournament
in Denmark.
A big surprise among the other passengers was one of Margaret’s co-workers at Northeast Iowa Community College. This
woman and her family had been vacationing in Denmark and were now hurrying back in time for the inservice sessions that would begin
Monday. She and Margaret were extremely surprised to have ended up on the same flight. It really is a small world!
Boarding finally began around 4:15, and the process was quite slow. Part of that is because of the extremely awkward nature
of these gates. Passengers who had deplaned were sent through a jetway to the upper level, and from the basement we had to wind our
way up a series of ramps and stairs to reach that jetway. Eventually we got there, and we took our complimentary water and newspaper
and made our way on board.

Our seats were 23-D and 23-E. Soccer players were across the aisle and in the rows ahead of and behind us. In the window
seat was a man travelling alone who told us he was claustrophobic and asked if we’d be willing to trade with him so he could sit on the
aisle. Margaret had the aisle seat, and she definitely didn’t want to trade, so we stayed put. Before long one of the flight attendants
started asking around to see if anyone would trade with the man. One of the soccer players agreed to the trade, and he and the man
shifted around while the plane was taxiing. That stood out to me because when I’d flown back from Texas earlier this summer our plane
came to a screeching halt because a woman on that flight had gotten up while we were taxiing. Apparently Icelandair is less concerned
with that issue than Delta is. [It made national news recently when a flight returned to the gate because a woman had gotten up
to go to the restroom while the plane was taxiing. It is apparently absolutely forbidden under U.S. law that anyone stand during
take-off or landing.]
Almost immediately after he traded, the boy realized there was a problem that had nothing to do with accepting a window seat.
The issue was that the TV for his seat didn’t work. The flight attendant assured him that it would re-set as soon as we took off, but that
didn’t happen. The boy was not at all happy about that, and he let his teammates know in no uncertain terms how he felt. Once we
reached cruising altitude, I agreed to switch so he got the middle seat and I had the window. I didn’t particularly care which seat I was
in, and I definitely didn’t want to spend five hours listening to the kid’s whining.
Having the boy between Margaret and me made for a very dull flight, though—particularly with a broken TV. I read literally every
word in the in-flight magazine, and I tried to decipher all the ads and articles in Fréttablaðid. I also spent a lot of time watching people go
up and down the aisle. This was a very active flight, and people seemed forever to be up out of their seats. In particular the woman from
North Dakota kept walking the aisle and trying to chat up anyone who would listen to her.
The most interesting part of the flight was when we flew over Greenland. Having just seen the glacial lagoon in Iceland, I was
amazed to see dozens of similar iceberg-filled inlets all over Greenland’s coast. The ice cap is obviously melting rapidly. While that’s
really quite sad, it does make for some absolutely breathtaking scenery.
Our approach to MSP was weird. I assume there must have been weather north of the Twin Cities, because I could see on
nearby TVs that were working that we diverted far away from our intended flight path. From about Duluth we diverted into a wide circle
until we eventually approached the airport from the south. We landed very abruptly, to the point that it almost looked as if we’d end up in
the Mississippi. Once we reached the ground, the actual landing was really quite smooth, and we got to the gate very quickly. We landed
right on time at about 5:45. On the schedule that makes it look like the flight took just forty-five minutes, but in fact back in Reykjavik it
was now 10:45pm.
Right after we pulled up to the gate, a woman who was obviously an American black came on the intercom. Her voice stood
out because it was extremely different from the Icelanders who’d made announcements throughout the flight. The woman was apparently
a representative of U.S. Customs, and her the main thing she said was that no one should change clothes while they were in the
immigration and customs area. It would never occur to me to do such a thing, and I tried to imagine who would need that reminder.
The customs area in the basement of the Humphrey Terminal at MSP is surprisingly large. At immigration they had several lines
that were clearly marked to indicate they whether they were for U.S. citizens or residents of other countries. Unfortunately no one seemed
to pay any attention at all to those signs, and the officers didn’t seem to care who it was they were processing. All foreigners entering
the U.S.A. are now electronically fingerprinted, which slows things down just a bit. There was more of a slowdown because of the many
unaccompanied minors who were traveling on this flight. Both the Scouts and the soccer team had their paperwork in order, but there’s
a lot of paperwork involved when kids travel overseas.
While that description makes it sound like we were waiting a long time, in fact the line really moved quite quickly. It was also
nice that when we reached baggage claim our cases were among the first to go past on the conveyor. For Margaret and me customs
amounted to just handing over a form to the officer, though someone right in front of us was taken to a side room for a thorough
examination. We were back in the parking ramp before 6:30pm.
Margaret fumbled in her purse and couldn’t find her car keys. While she would find them later, for now it was fortunate that she
had given me a spare set, which I had in a front pocket of my carry-on. We made our way down to the payment area, and Margaret put
the princely sum of $110 on her credit card for the week’s parking.
I’d made a reservation at the SpringHill Suites—Mall of America, a freebie night using points I’d earned taking the kids to national
quiz bowl earlier this summer. This hotel used to be called the Cambria Suites, and it just changed management this month. While it’s
a relatively new hotel, they did quite a few renovations as part of the name change. It comes across as less trendy and more comfortable
than it was before.
We made our way up to our room and settled in for the night. We didn’t even go out to dinner, but instead just snacked on the
stuff we’d bought at Keflavik airport. Most interesting among those purchase was “wine gums”, which essentially were gummi bears
made with unusual flavors of real fruit juice. They’re made in Holland and apparently sold only in airports. I don’t know that I’d buy that
product again, but it was certainly better than rainbow Opal.
We used the hotel’s complimentary internet to check our e-mail and catch up on the mostly bad news that had happened while
we were away. Before long, though, we called it a night. [It’s convenient that westbound trans-Atlantic flights arrive in the evening.
I wish they’d have that option with eastbound flights. It’s awkward to spend the night flying and then arrive dead tired first
thing in the morning. At least westbound you can go straight to bed.]

Saturday, August 13
Bloomington, Minnesota to Algona, Iowa
I got a fairly good night’s sleep. I was still up early, though, since my body thought it was five hours later than it was. I’d really
enjoyed the breakfasts at the SpringHill Suites where I’d taken the quiz bowl kids. What they offered here, though, was pretty minimal.
In addition to the basic continental stuff, they had oatmeal, biscuits and gravy, and the obligatory waffle bar.
A little before 9:00 we drove over to the 28th Avenue park-and-ride, which is just a couple blocks from the hotel. Margaret parked
in their ramp, and we soon caught a northbound train. We got off at Nicollet Mall, the big pedestrian shopping street in downtown
Minneapolis. We made a brief stop at the Nicollet Panera, where we had a much better breakfast than the one we’d eaten at the hotel.
Panera now has miniature scones in various flavors. They sell them at two for $1.50, which after the prices in Iceland seemed like nothing
at all. [I’m pretty sure this is the only time I’ve had scones at Panera. I almost always get their soufflés (really quiches) for
breakfast. Those are also fairly inexpensive, and they’re delicious.]
We made our way to our main destination for the morning, the Orpheum Theatre on Hennepin Avenue. Shortly before we left
on our trip I’d gotten an e-mail advertising a tour of the place that was being given by the Hennepin Theatre Trust. It cost just $5 a head,
so I figured that even if it wasn’t much, it was probably worth it.

Website photo of interior of Orpheum Theatre – Minneapolis, Minnesota
This actually turned out to be a very nice tour. A rather artsy woman was our guide, and she gave us some nice insights into
the history and architecture of the place. It’s a gorgeous theatre that was first built for vaudeville. It went downhill at the time Hennepin
Avenue became seedy but has since been lovingly restored. [There’s probably a hundred other theatres in the country with a similar
history.] I was glad I’d bought the ticket, and I’d definitely consider touring the other downtown Minneapolis theatres (the State and
Pantages) in the future.
After the tour we walked down to the Hennepin Avenue light rail station. For several years this was the end of the line, but it
was extended a year ago to the new Twins ballpark at Target Field. That station is also the terminus for the Northstar commuter rail line
that runs to the northwest suburbs, with plans to extend to St. Cloud. [The Northstar line still hasn’t been extended to St. Paul, and
with current politics and budget issues it likely won’t be any time soon. They have broken ground on an extension of the green
line from the Twins ballpark to the southwest suburbs, though. When and if they extend the line to Eden Prairie, that will be
very convenient for me.] We caught a train the other direction today and headed back south to Bloomington.
We got in Margaret’s Tracker and drove back south to Rochester, where we stopped for lunch. I had a scrip card from Fazoli’s,
so we decided to have Italian fast food. I normally think of Fazoli’s as rather expensive, but after Iceland the prices struck me as cheap.
I had a baked pasta entrée for $3.99 and a lemon ice for $1.79. While I don’t think I saw Italian food (other than pizza) anywhere in
Iceland, if it were available the same meal would probably have pushed $15 there.

We drove down to the airport, and I claimed my car. I’d parked a day longer than Margaret, but the charge was just $64. That’s
still not cheap, but it was a far better deal than at MSP.
I headed west on I-90, making two stops along the way. I stopped at the Aldi in Austin, where I mostly picked up perishable
goods I couldn’t have gotten before I left. I also stopped for gas at the same Kwik Trip in Blue Earth. Gas prices had decreased to $3.529
a gallon, and I was pleased to get a huge cup of coffee for $1.79—about half what a tiny cup would cost in Iceland.
I made it home around 4:30, but it was after 5:00 by the time I got my stuff inside and had unpacked everything. I pretty much
collapsed after that. It was an incredible trip, but it’s always good to be back home.

AFTERWORD
The F.A.Q.
I’ll borrow the questions from my early travelogues and add one or two others here.

Did you like Iceland?
Yes—very much. A lot of people have been surprised when I told them where I went for vacation this year, but I really did like
almost everything about Iceland. While there’s no way I’d afford it, I’d love to go back. [I’d still love to go back, though the place is
even less affordable today. Iceland is definitely in the top two or three of all the places I’ve been to.]

How does Iceland compare to other countries you’ve been to?
Iceland reminded me of my trip to Newfoundland, which is sort of a twin island on the other side of the Atlantic. There is a
historic relationship between the islands, since the Vikings came from Iceland to Newfoundland when they first discovered North America.
In modern times both are huge, nearly empty islands dominated by a single city. Both have large treeless areas (though there are still
major forests in Newfoundland as well). At the edge of their respective continents, both have an isolated feeling that is rare to find these
days. Beyond Newfoundland, Iceland seemed like Canada in general. Since Canada is just about my favorite place to visit, that may be
why I liked Iceland as much as I did. [When we went to Churchill a couple years ago, that outpost on Hudson Bay reminded me a
lot of rural Iceland.]

What did you like the most in Iceland?
For scenery there’s nothing that compares to Jökusálrón, the glacial lagoon in southeast Iceland. I’m pretty sure Margaret would
agree that was the highlight of our trip. [There’s no question at all but that ANYONE who goes to Iceland should see Jökusálrón.
It’s a once in a lifetime experience and like no place else on earth.] It’s like nothing else I’ve ever seen, and it was well worth the
long journey to get there. I also enjoyed the national museum, the “Taste the Saga” tour, and the time we spent just walking or taking
the bus through different neighborhoods of Reykjavik. [Something I didn’t mention here that six years later still stands out is the
Arbær living history museum.]

What did you like the least?
As is often true, it’s easier to identify what I liked best than what I didn’t care for so much. There were a lot of minor negatives,
which is always true anywhere I travel. I think what is most memorable on the bad side is the lack of trees all over Iceland. Unlike Alaska,
Russia, or northern Canada, Iceland is not filled with the great north woods [though the plus side is that it’s also not filled with
insects]. I’ve complained about treeless landscapes in the American West before, and I didn’t care for it in Iceland either.

What was the weather like?
I’ve been asked this enough that it really is a frequently asked question. The answer is I loved it, though others might have
thought it was a little chilly. There’s an old legend that Iceland and Greenland were wrongly named to encourage people to settle in
Greenland. The legend is false; both places have ice caps and green meadows. The climate is fairly similar, though overall Greenland
is just a bit colder. That said, Iceland is not really icy. Its winters are milder than the American Midwest, and I loved the summer weather.
It was like fall back home—clear, cool days and nights. You can see from the pictures in this travelogue that I tended to wear a light
jacket and a lightweight sweater. That was certainly sufficient and if anything a bit heavy for the weather we encountered. The jacket
was really more useful for providing a storage pocket than for warmth.
I’m not a great hot weather person, and Margaret likes heat even less than I do. There were several times she was warmer than
she cared to be, and since there is almost no air conditioning in the country, nor even much in the way of fans, it wasn’t easy to cool
down. For those who like Florida or Hawaii, though, Iceland would be more than a bit chilly. Even during the “heatwave” we encountered,
this was anything but a tropical island. [Of the places in America I’ve been, Iceland’s weather was probably most like San Francisco.
It’s chilly, but that’s what I loved about it. I’m definitely not someone who plans to spend my golden years in Texas or Arizona.
I’m fine with a mild winter, but I’m more interested in a mild summer.]
Much stranger than the weather was the incredibly long hours of daylight, and I the endless nights of winter would be absolutely
unbearable—it’s probably what causes people to drink as much as they do [and drinking does go up in winter in Iceland]. I expect
long days in summer, but it’s just wrong to have it light out at 10pm and barely twilight at midnight.

What are the Icelandic people like?
Our first impression was that Icelanders were young. It may be that older people were either away on vacation (perhaps at
those summer houses) or tucked away in apartments living on retirement pensions, but almost everyone we encountered seemed young.
Even those whose backgrounds made it clear they actually were older looked remarkably youthful.
That said, this is not a country of Scandinavian bombshells. We saw very attractive people in Iceland, but we also saw frankly
ugly people. We saw people who were fat, thin, and average—all of whom looked healthy. While many Icelanders are quite fashion
forward, this is not a place that obsesses over looks. I rather liked that this was a country populated by real people.
Iceland is an extremely close-knit country, to the point that DNA studies have shown that pretty much all Icelanders are related
to each other. There is a bit of a mistrust of outsiders, which can come across as somewhat racist. Icelanders seem very friendly and
tolerant to foreign travelers, though—much more so than many other tourist-dependent places.
We didn’t get to really know any Icelanders, of course. From the experiences we did have, though, I was led to believe they are
friendly, but not overly so. Social beliefs seem a strange combination of liberal and puritanical. For instance, while most children here
are born out of wedlock, it remains a very family-oriented country. [It’s actually one of the most family-oriented places I’ve been—
much more so than, say, the American South, where they talk about “family values” but don’t back them up.]
Finally, I got a sense that Icelanders were practical and pragmatic. It was refreshing that they were not obsessed with safety
like we seem to be in America these days. I loved that we were allowed to climb steep stairs at tourist attractions, that people rode bicycles
without helmets, and that kids were allowed to play on their own. Iceland is a very safe country generally, and it’s just assumed people
will behave sensibly. [This is one of the best memories I have of Iceland. We are so obsessed with keeping things “safe” in
America, and it was refreshing that in Iceland people just live and things just happen.]

Are Icelanders rich or poor?
This, of course, has been in flux since the crisis. My general sense, though, was that by modern Western standards Iceland is
an overwhelmingly middle class country [which, of course, by global standards means they are very rich]. We didn’t see the
ostentatious wealth that plagues American suburbs, nor did we see any real poverty at all. Most Icelanders live a little more simply than
most Americans. The majority lives in apartments rather than private homes, for instance, and they’re likely to have fewer clothes and
simpler cars than we’d have in the U.S.A. The overall standard of living is very high, though. I got the feeling that there is nothing anyone
needs that they are in want of.
I’ve complained about high prices all through this travelogue, but wages are higher in Iceland as well. Moreover, a large part of
the difference in prices comes from the value added tax, and Icelanders do get good value for their taxes. While its government has
historically been much more conservative than most in Europe, Iceland is proud to have socialized medicine—and it’s definitely not
second rate, as their life expectancy is longer than ours is in America. [In 2017 Iceland is rated the fifth healthiest country in the
world, while the U.S. doesn’tt make the top 20.] There’s also a very good safety net that has proven its worth during the crisis. As we
try to re-align our own government’s priorities, we could take lessons from Iceland.
We, of course, mostly dealt with service workers—waiters, maids, tour guides, and the like. Something I absolutely love about
Iceland is that service people are paid a decent wage and that tipping is not at all expected anywhere in the country. I wish we would do
the same here in America. The very concept of tipping grates on me—particularly since in most restaurants the front of house staff gets
tipped, while the kitchen staff (who work equally hard) gets by on minimum wage. (In theory the waiters earn less than minimum, but
they invariably end up ahead of the cooks and dishwashers.) [In high school I did literally every job in a restaurant, and it bothered
me that the kitchen staff took home less than the waiters.] All workers deserve to make decent wages, and they deserve to know up
front how much they will be earning. If we’d just pay people what they’re worth instead of encouraging tipping, I think it would be better
for everyone.

How were your communication skills?
I’ve asked questions like “How was your Spanish?” and “How was your French” in earlier travelogues. My skills in Icelandic are
virtually non-existent. I am, however, glad to have bought the teach yourself Icelandic book, because it let me know what to expect, and
surprisingly I found that by the time I left I was able to figure out the meaning of a surprising number of signs, restaurant menus, and the
like. I basically learned which parts of words to focus on and which to ignore. I never uttered a word in Icelandic, though—not even so
much as “excuse me” or “where’s the toilet?” I really didn’t have to, because more than anywhere else I’ve ever been Iceland was a
place where everyone spoke English. I’ve mentioned a couple of times being amused when people addressed me in Icelandic, but it was
certainly no problem when they did. Only once or twice did I have any trouble with communication at all. I’ve actually had more troubles
in some parts of the U.S.A., where people who theoretically speak English natively have such thick inner city accents that it’s hard to
understand anything.

What will you remember most from the trip?
I hesitate to answer this. It seems like whenever I look back at my old write-ups, the things I said were memorable faded to
nothing with time. At the moment, though, it’s the other-worldly Icelandic landscapes all over Iceland that stand out. Geologically Iceland
is one of the youngest places on earth, a place where volcanoes affect the landscape more than weather does. I might not call what I
saw in Iceland a moonscape, but I would say it’ looks other-worldly. It’s the sort of thing you might find in science fiction and reminded
me of the cover art from old rock albums. The treeless lava flows capped with surreal green moss are something I’ve never seen
anywhere else, and the mountains, meadows, and waterfalls are all spectacular. I’ve seen hot springs and geysers elsewhere, but I
never quite got used to the steam vents that are all over Iceland—even right next to glaciers. Iceland’s landscape really is like nowhere
else I’ve ever been, and it was truly fascinating to see it. [Six years later I wouldn’t change a word of that.]

