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5	–	THE	SAFARI:	DAY	4	
 

 
 

Wednesday,	27	August	

After	a	good	night’s	sleep,	I	was	up	by	a	quarter	to	eight	and	out	in	the	sunshine	
looking	for	my	breakfast;	we	had	been	told	that	it	would	be	served	to	us	at	eight	
o’clock.	Arthur	had	informed	us	the	previous	day	that,	as	we	would	be	travelling	a	
long	distance	today,	it	would	be	wise	to	go	to	bed	early,	have	a	good	rest	and	start	
our	journey	early	this	morning.	I	was	not	too	surprised	to	discover	that	I	was	almost	
the	only	person	around	and	that	there	was	no	sign	of	life	in	the	kitchen	van;	no	
doubt	everyone	was	sleeping	off	their	hangovers.	

As	the	tables	had	been	left	outdoors	and	a	container	of	orange	juice	was	still	on	
one	of	them,	I	found	a	cup	and	helped	myself	to	some	of	it.	While	doing	this	I	
probably	woke	somebody	who	had	been	sleeping	in	the	kitchen	van;	shortly	
afterwards	other	people	began	to	stir.	I	then	washed	myself	using	the	icy	water	of	
the	stream	that	ran	behind	the	hut.	

Colm	then	joined	me	and	together	we	climbed	the	hill	to	admire	the	‘Little	
Gullfoss’	and	the	surrounding	scenery	once	again.	It	looked	much	better	in	the	clear	
morning	sunshine.	

After	we	had	eaten	breakfast	at	about	nine	o’clock,	some	of	us	sat	with	our	backs	
against	the	hut	wall,	basking	in	the	morning	sunshine.	As	it	had	now	turned	quite	
warm,	we	were	loath	to	leave	at	about	half	past	ten	when	everyone	was	ready.	Bobo	
was	unable	to	start	the	engine	of	our	coach,	and	so	the	kitchen	van	had	to	tow	us	
until	the	engine	finally	spluttered	into	life.	

We	now	drove	out	of	the	Eldgjá	valley	and	headed	southwards,	following	the	
Skaftártungur,	a	broad	tongue	of	moss-covered	lava	along	which	the	Skaftá	or	Shaft	
River	flowed	nearby.	What	we	saw	now	was	an	idyllic	scene	of	gentle	rolling	green	
hills	and	streams;	in	the	distance,	to	our	right,	could	be	seen	the	gleaming	snow-
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capped	peaks	of	the	Mýrdalsjökull,	the	Moor	Dale	Glacier,	which	loomed	large	on	
the	map.	

Suddenly	the	kitchen	van,	which	was	driving	ahead	of	us,	came	to	an	abrupt	stop.	
Bobo	and	Arthur	hopped	out	of	our	coach	to	see	what	was	wrong.	A	worried-looking	
Arthur	returned	and	told	us	that	something	had	happened	to	one	of	the	van’s	
wheels	and	that	they	would	have	to	a	do	a	job	on	it.	In	the	meantime	we	were	free	
to	do	what	we	wanted.	Colm	and	I	jumped	out	of	the	coach	and	began	to	walk	along	
the	road	with	Peadar,	having	asked	Arthur	to	collect	us.	Several	of	our	companions	
followed	our	example.	It	was	pleasantly	warm	outdoors	and	the	countryside	was	
blissfully	peaceful.	

After	a	short	while	we	came	to	a	large	stream	that	crossed	the	road	and	we	began	
to	search	for	a	place	where	we	could	ford	it.	While	we	were	doing	this,	the	rest	of	
the	group	caught	up	with	us.	Some	of	the	girls	wasted	no	time;	they	pulled	off	their	
shoes	and	socks	and	waded	into	the	water.	I	followed	suit,	picked	my	way	across	the	
stones	in	the	icy	water,	dried	my	feet	with	my	handkerchief	and	continued	on	my	
way,	this	time	alone.	It	was	wonderful	to	be	in	the	middle	of	nowhere,	with	such	
picturesque	and	wild	scenery	all	around	us,	and	to	enjoy	the	blissful	silence.		

The	silence	was	soon	broken	by	the	hoot	of	a	horn;	I	turned	around	to	see	our	
coach	driving	over	the	brow	of	a	hill	in	order	to	pick	us	up.	As	I	had	wandered	far	
ahead	of	the	others,	I	was	the	last	on	board.	We	now	had	to	drive	at	a	painfully	slow	
pace	behind	our	kitchen	van,	for	the	wheel	had	only	been	temporarily	repaired.	We	
did	not	mind,	for	now	we	had	plenty	of	time	to	admire	the	fine	scenery	in	this	
region.		

	

	
	

The	farm	at	Hvammur	
	
After	a	while	pastureland	began	to	appear	and	we	passed	the	first	farm	in	the	

district,	Búland:	a	tiny	collection	of	brightly-painted	buildings.	We	stopped	at	the	
next	farm,	Hvammur:	a	similar	collection	of	buildings	perched	on	a	hillside	facing	a	
huge	flat	lava	flow.	This	lava	had	come	from	the	distant	Lakagígar	volcano,	which	had	
erupted	in	1783	and	had	destroyed	acres	of	land.	We	climbed	up	a	nearby	hill	to	get	
a	good	view	and	treated	ourselves	to	some	sunbathing,	thereby	allowing	the	kitchen	
van	to	continue	its	slow	journey	and	reach	the	place	where	we	would	have	lunch.	It	
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was	obvious	that	today’s	plans	would	be	disrupted.	I	took	a	photograph	of	the	neat	
little	farm	and	the	view	of	the	lava	flow,	then	sat	on	the	grass	to	write	some	of	my	
diary.	Shortly	afterwards	we	returned	to	the	coach	and	set	off	once	again.	

	

	
	

Skaftáeldhraun	
	
We	now	joined	the	main	road	that	encircled	the	entire	island	and	began	to	head	

eastwards	across	the	Eldhraun	(Fiery	Field	of	Burnt	Lava	–	or	Skaftáeldhraun	as	our	
guides	called	it.)	This	was	a	huge	desolate	area	of	moss-covered	lava	formed	during	
the	disastrous	eruption	of	1783	that	nearly	finished	the	Icelandic	nation.	Arthur	told	
us	about	the	horrors	of	that	time,	and	how	the	government	had	made	plans	to	shift	
the	population	to	Denmark.	The	Icelanders,	however,	realized	that	this	would	mean	
an	end	to	their	nation	and	most	of	them	decided	to	stay	put;	the	people	who	had	
emigrated	returned	later.	

We	stopped	here	to	feel	the	soft	moss	and	to	clamber	about	the	lumps	of	lava.	
Far	away	to	the	east,	lying	on	a	bed	of	mountains,	the	icy	fingers	of	Vatnajökull,	the	
Water	Glacier,	shone	brightly	in	the	strong	sunshine.	This,	we	had	been	told,	was	the	
world’s	largest	glacier;	it	covered	an	area	of	3,240	square	miles.	

	

	
	

Kirkjubæjarklaustur	
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We	moved	on	again	and	drove	out	of	the	Eldhraun	lava	flow	and	approached	the	
historical	Kirkjubæjarklaustur	(Church	Farm	Cloister).	This	was	where	the	first	people	
to	arrive	in	Iceland,	a	group	of	monks	from	Ireland,	had	settled	at	some	time	in	the	
eighth	century.	On	our	way	to	this	place	we	passed	a	landmark	known	as	the	Three	
Sisters	Rock,	so	named	after	an	ancient	legend	of	three	sisters	who	had	been	put	to	
death	because	of	some	misdemeanours	that	they	had	committed.	

A	convent	had	once	been	built	nearby	during	the	fifteenth	century,	which	explains	
why	the	word	klaustur	(‘cloister’)	had	been	incorporated	into	the	place	name.	
According	to	Arthur,	the	nuns	here	had	been	uncouth	and	corrupt,	and	that	there	
were	many	stories	about	them	that	he	would	not	dare	to	repeat!	

It	was	here,	he	told	us,	that	a	priest	named	Jón	Steingrimsson	had	lived	and	
preached	to	the	people	about	the	evils	of	their	ways.	It	seems	that	the	Icelanders,	
like	many	of	today,	drank	very	heavily	and	led	lecherous	lives.	When	in	1783	the	
Lakagígar	began	to	erupt,	the	priest	was	preaching	in	his	church	on	the	Sunday.	The	
people	in	the	congregation	begged	to	be	let	out	in	order	to	escape,	but	he	ordered	
them	to	take	heart	and	listen	to	him.	As	the	lava	flowed	towards	the	little	church,	he	
gave	his	‘sermon	of	fire’,	which	had	the	miraculous	effect	of	stopping	the	lava	in	its	
tracks	just	outside	the	door.	

Needless	to	say,	there	was	a	certain	amount	of	exaggeration	in	the	story,	for	the	
lava	in	fact	stopped	quite	some	distance	away.	The	cliff-like	edge	of	the	now	moss-
covered	lava	could	be	seen	from	our	coach,	running	in	an	almost	straight	line,	
parallel	to	the	road.	

	

	
	

Basalt	rocks,	Kirkjubæjarklaustur	
	
The	town	of	Kirkjubæjarklaustur	soon	appeared:	a	scattered	collection	of	white	

modern	buildings,	spread	out	at	the	base	of	the	green	tongue	of	lava.	I	had	not	
known	what	to	expect;	I	was	not	impressed	by	what	I	saw	after	what	I	had	read	
about	the	place.	We	turned	left	off	the	main	road	and	drove	up	to	the	town,	
stopping	at	a	petrol	station	where	we	found	a	shop	and	‘facilities’.	We	hung	around	
for	a	while	until	Geiri	led	us	up	a	rough	path,	over	a	fence	and	across	a	wide	field.	In	
the	middle	of	it	we	came	to	a	small	flat	patch	of	basalt	rocks	that	had	been	formed	
into	hexagonal	shapes	similar	to	the	ones	found	at	the	famous	Giant’s	Causeway	in	
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Northern	Ireland.	This	is	where	it	was	thought	that	the	Irish	monks	had	built	their	
chapel,	using	the	rock	as	a	natural	floor.	I	felt	that	this	was	pure	conjecture,	as	so	
little	was	known	about	these	early	settlers;	the	Norse	Vikings	(or	‘Wikings’,	as	Arthur	
pronounced	the	word)	soon	disturbed	the	monks’	peaceful	existence	when	they	
arrived	in	the	ninth	century.	As	it	was	green	and	fertile	in	this	region,	the	view	was	
quite	pleasant.	

After	we	had	examined	this	‘strange	phenomenon’	to	our	satisfaction,	we	walked	
back	to	our	coach	and	drove	to	the	kitchen	van,	which	had	parked	beside	the	local	
dance	hall.	As	the	food	was	not	yet	ready,	we	all	scampered	off	to	see	a	remarkable	
and	very	handsome	tiny	modern	church,	made	of	wood,	which	was	nearby.	This	was	
dedicated	to	the	famous	Jón	Steingrimsson	and	built	beside	the	site	of	his	church	of	
the	1700s.	

	

																						 		Church,	Kirkjubæjarklaustur	
	
The	building	was	designed	in	a	very	original	manner,	with	a	steep	roof	and	a	bell	

hanging	over	the	door.	Inside	it	was	quite	luxurious	and	cosy,	with	soft	honey-
coloured	carpet	and	cushioned	seats.	All	the	furnishings	were	made	of	plain,	
varnished	wood.	It	was	spotlessly	clean;	skylights	let	in	plenty	of	light,	and	behind	
the	altar	was	a	window	through	which	a	cross	and	the	pleasant	countryside	could	be	
seen.	Having	admired	everything,	we	stepped	outside	to	take	a	look	at	the	remains	
of	the	former	church,	where	there	was	now	a	graveyard.	From	here,	the	little	
modern	church	looked	quite	pretty	framed	by	a	few	small	trees.	

As	lunch	was	ready	by	now,	we	returned	to	the	kitchen	van,	queued	up	at	the	
tables	and	ate	our	meal	sitting	on	the	grass.	It	was	a	real	picnic	lunch!	

We	were	soon	off	again,	heading	eastwards	across	flat	land,	and	skirting	a	range	
of	picturesque	mountains	to	our	left	that	formed	the	edge	of	the	huge	area	covered	
by	the	mighty	Vatnajökull	glacier.	To	our	right	stretched	a	large	flat	plain	that	was	
watered	by	numerous	rivers.	
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Church,	Lómagnúpur	
	
We	soon	stopped	at	a	tiny	farmstead	named	Núpsstaður	at	the	base	of	

Lómagnúpur	(the	Peak	of	the	Loon)	which,	we	were	told,	was	the	last	outpost	of	
civilization	that	we	would	encounter	before	traversing	an	eighteen-mile-wide	desert	
of	lava	ash.	Here	we	found	a	delightful	and	tiny	wooden	church	built	during	the	
seventeenth	century,	painted	black	and	white,	and	with	a	roof	of	grass	that	swept	
down	to	the	ground.	When	Arthur	asked	if	anyone	in	our	coach	could	play	the	organ,	
I	cautiously	raised	a	hand.	He	promised	that	I	would	enjoy	playing	the	one	here	and	
jumped	out	of	the	coach	to	lead	the	way.	When	he	pushed	open	the	door	of	the	
church,	he	rang	the	bell	that	hung	in	the	miniature	steeple.	

Inside	it	was	dark	and	cramped,	and	only	a	small	group	of	us	could	squeeze	in.	We	
were	greeted	by	the	sound	of	a	wheezy	harmonium	as	Arthur	played	an	erratic	and	
rather	jerky	rendering	of	‘Good	King	Wenceslas’,	which	everyone	began	to	sing.	So	
this	was	the	‘organ’!		

I	was	now	pushed	up	to	it	and	invited	to	play.	I	could	think	of	nothing	appropriate	
and	protested,	but	as	my	companions	would	not	let	me	away	with	excuses,	I	
assumed	a	pious	expression,	sat	down	and	played	‘Soul	of	my	Saviour’,	which	
unexpectedly	went	down	very	well.	Everyone	sang	the	hymn	to	my	accompaniment;	
when	I	had	finished,	I	was	applauded	and	called	upon	to	play	more,	which	I	refused	
to	do.		

Setting	off	in	the	coach	again,	we	suddenly	left	the	green	and	pleasant	land	and	
entered	a	huge,	flat	and	featureless	area	of	jet-black	volcanic	ash,	which	stretched	to	
the	horizon	ahead	of	us	and	to	the	sea	to	our	right,	though	the	wonderful	mountains	
and	the	dazzling	glacier	remained	on	our	left.	The	sheer	starkness	of	the	scene	was	
breathtaking.	This	was	Skeiðarársandur	(the	Sands	of	the	Open	Spaces):	a	lifeless	
desert	formed	by	the	first	and	greatest	eruption	of	the	nearby	Öræfajökull	(Glacier	
of	the	Unsheltered	Coast)	in	1362.	The	road	was	simply	a	high,	straight	ridge	made	of	
the	same	black	ash	that	surrounded	us.	Now	and	then	we	crossed	meandering	rivers	
across	sturdy	wooden	bridges,	the	longest	of	which	measured	nearly	100	yards.	The	
treacherous	rivers,	which	tended	to	flood	and	change	direction	at	certain	times	of	
the	year,	were	now	rendered	harmless.	It	was	a	strange	experience	to	be	
surrounded	by	so	much	black	emptiness.	We	halted	in	the	middle	of	this	vast	area,	
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Skeiðarásandur,	for	a	photostop	and	stepped	out	to	experience	the	uncanny	silence.	
There	were	just	three	predominant	colours	to	be	seen:	the	blackness	of	the	desert,	
the	deep	blue	of	the	sky	and	the	gleaming	whiteness	of	the	glacier	and	clouds.	This	
wonderful	spectacle	made	a	profound	impression	on	me.	

	

	
	

Skeiðarásandur	
	
We	then	climbed	back	into	the	coach	and	continued	our	journey.	We	now	

approached	the	mountains,	marvelling	at	the	great	glacial	tongues	that	were	
imperceptibly	inching	down	them.	We	passed	a	tiny	farm	and	campsite	at	Skaftafell	
(Shaft	Mountain):	a	picturesque	spot	that	reminded	me	of	the	Alps.	This	is	where	we	
should	have	stopped	for	the	night;	as	our	kitchen	van	could	not	move	from	
Kirkjubæjarklaustur,	we	were	now	heading	as	quickly	as	we	could	to	today’s	
destination	and	would	then	have	to	return	to	the	van	for	dinner	this	evening.	It	was	
a	pity	that	we	could	not	camp	at	Skaftafell,	for	it	was	said	to	be	a	very	beautiful	spot	
with	a	waterfall	and	one	of	Iceland’s	few	woodlands,	which	was	now	being	carefully	
conserved.	Although	we	had	no	time	for	photostops	here,	we	did	stop	to	look	at	an	
unusually	large	crater	in	the	sandy	ground	and	to	view	one	of	the	highest	peaks	here,	
the	Hvannadalshnúkur	(Peak	of	the	Valley	of	Angelica),	which	was	very	impressive.	

	

			 		Hvannadalshnúkur	
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By	now	we	had	left	the	hostile	black	desert	behind	and	were	travelling	south-
eastwards	to	the	coast	through	some	fertile	land,	rounding	the	Öræfajökull.	We	
passed	the	tiny	farm	of	Hof	and	then,	not	far	from	the	sea,	stopped	at	a	petrol	
station	for	a	short	‘technical	pause’.	I	found	some	slide	film	in	the	shop	but	was	
aghast	at	the	price:	9,300	krónur.	This	was	more	than	double,	perhaps	nearly	triple,	
the	price	it	would	have	cost	me	at	home.	However,	rather	than	go	without	film,	I	
paid	for	a	roll.	Geiri	was	quite	astounded	to	learn	how	much	dearer	it	was	for	me,	
and	translated	what	I	had	told	him	into	Icelandic	for	the	benefit	of	the	driver	of	the	
other	bus,	who	raised	his	eyes	to	heaven	in	an	attitude	of	helplessness.	

We	were	soon	off	again,	this	time	heading	north-eastwards	around	the	east	of	
the	island.	With	Vatnajökull	and	the	extraordinary	mountains	still	to	our	left,	we	
entered	another	long	desert	of	black	volcanic	ash:	the	Breiðamerkursandur	(Sands	of	
the	Broad	Boundaries),	which	had	also	been	formed	from	the	eruption	of	
Öræfajökull.	Here	the	views	of	the	mountains	were	becoming	more	and	more	
spectacular.	By	now	the	sun	was	beginning	to	sink	and	so	the	light	emphasized	the	
creases	and	strange	textures	of	the	glacial	ice,	which	we	could	now	see	more	of.	
Next	we	began	to	skirt	the	Breiðamerkurjökull	(Glacier	of	the	Broad	Boundaries)	and	
gasped	in	sheer	amazement	at	the	dramatic	sweep	of	the	great	tongues	of	ice	that	
had	carved	their	way	through	the	mountains.	

We	were	now	nearing	today’s	destination	at	the	most	easterly	part	of	the	island	
that	we	would	see	during	this	safari	trip:	what	Arthur	had	described	to	us	as	‘a	piece	
of	Greenland	in	Iceland’.	This	was	Jökullón,	the	Lagoon	or	glacial	lake,	where	part	of	
the	Breiðamerkurjökull	swept	down	to	the	water’s	edge	and	broke	off	into	little	
icebergs.	Without	warning	we	suddenly	came	upon	a	glacial	lake	at	the	bottom	of	a	
great	tongue	of	ice,	but	it	was	not	the	lake	that	we	were	to	visit.	Nonetheless	it	was	
very	striking;	the	golden	sun	lit	it	from	just	the	right	angle	and	gave	the	scene	a	most	
dramatic	appearance.	This	was	so	different	from	everything	that	we	had	seen	so	far.	
Arthur	asked	us	if	we	wanted	a	photostop	and	we	all	shouted,	‘Yes!’.	He	then	went	
on	to	say	that	he	thought	we	should	see	the	Jökullón	first,	for	we	would	undoubtedly	
discover	that	it	was	more	beautiful	and	wish	that	we	had	saved	our	film	for	a	picture	
of	it.	Then,	he	added,	we	could	stop	here	on	our	way	back	and	take	a	shot	of	the	lake	
with	the	sunshine	on	it,	if	we	still	wanted	to	do	so.	Although	he	heard	me	saying,	‘If	
the	sun	is	still	shining’,	he	chose	to	ignore	me	and	so	on	we	drove.	

	

												 		Jökullón	
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However,	Arthur	was	right,	for	the	Jökullón	was	far	more	impressive.	We	
clambered	out	into	the	cold	air	and	from	a	height	looked	down	to	a	most	incredible	
scene.	Before	us	lay	a	magical	panorama	of	snow-capped	mountains	that	stretched	
away	into	the	distance.	In	the	middle,	a	huge	flat	tongue	of	the	mighty	Vatnajökull	
glacier	(the	Breiðamerkurjökull)	had	carved	out	a	wide	valley	and	had	swept	
dramatically	down	to	a	large,	icy-cold	lake	of	grey	water	in	which	many	unusually-
shaped	small	icebergs	floated.	The	setting	sun	peeped	over	the	peaks,	illuminating	
the	breathtaking	landscape	and	the	still	surface	of	the	lake;	although	the	scene	was	
silent	and	somewhat	brooding,	it	was	tranquil	and	fascinating.	Everybody	was	
transfixed	by	the	sight	and	of	course	cameras	were	produced,	including	mine.	I	took	
several	shots	using	different	exposures,	for	I	was	determined	to	capture	what	was	
before	me	on	film.		

	

	
	

The	base	of	the	Breiðamerkurjökull	
	
Nobody	wanted	to	leave	this	enchanted	spot.	We	ran	down	a	steep	slope	of	loose	

stones	to	the	water’s	edge	and	dipped	our	hands	into	the	water	to	feel	its	coldness.	
We	hurled	rocks	as	far	as	we	could	and	aimed	them	at	the	icebergs,	which	were	not	
very	far	away.	Whenever	a	rock	hit	its	target,	it	chipped	off	a	little	bit	of	ice	and	fell	
into	the	water	with	a	loud	splash.		

Once	again	I	was	asked	to	take	photos	of	people	posed	against	the	scene,	and	
then	was	invited	to	join	others	for	group	shots.	At	last	I	managed	to	go	off	on	my	
own	and	walk	along	the	lakeside,	drinking	in	this	wonderful	scene.	I	had	never	come	
across	anything	quite	like	this	in	my	life	so	far;	it	certainly	was	very	impressive.	A	
river	ran	out	of	the	lake	towards	the	sea;	when	I	returned	from	my	short	ramble,	I	
discovered	that	a	group	of	my	companions	had	gathered	around	it	and	were	looking	
at	something	with	great	interest.	I	joined	them	and	followed	their	gaze	down	to	the	
water,	where	I	saw	a	seal	swimming.	As	it	was	a	distance	away	from	us,	Arthur	
clicked	his	tongue	and	said,	‘Here,	boy!’	The	seal	made	a	cautious	move	towards	us,	
then	suddenly	dived	under	the	water.	Although	the	creature	seemed	to	be	tame,	it	
was	wary	of	us.	It	surfaced	again	and	stopped	to	peer	at	us,	then	moved	away,	
glancing	back	as	it	did	so.	It	continued	to	appear	and	disappear	as	it	swam	farther	
away,	until	we	lost	interest	and	began	to	drift	back	to	our	coach.	
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The	light	was	now	beginning	to	fail,	which	added	a	little	more	mystery	to	this	
fascinating	though	rather	inhospitable	place,	and	the	air	became	chilly.	I	ambled	
back	to	the	lake	for	one	last	lingering	look,	then	finally	dragged	myself	away	and	
once	again	boarded	the	warm	coach.	

We	now	drove	quickly	back	the	way	we	had	come,	with	the	mountains	this	time	
on	our	right.	We	stopped	at	the	other	glacial	lake,	which	paled	in	comparison	to	the	
one	that	we	had	just	seen.	As	I	had	predicted,	the	sun	had	gone	down	and	the	magic	
had	disappeared.	Instead	of	looking	pretty,	the	ice	now	looked	vaguely	hostile.	It	
seemed	that	I	could	never	tire	of	such	scenery.	

We	did	not	dally	long	here	but	zoomed	off	again	in	the	coach,	bumping	over	the	
acres	of	black	waste,	which	now	looked	positively	eerie.	As	Arthur	had	already	
explained	everything	and	had	nothing	more	to	say,	he	switched	on	the	radio.	He	had	
told	us	that	spare	parts	for	the	kitchen	van	were	now	on	their	way	from	Reykjavík,	as	
a	result	of	contacting	the	headquarters	by	radio.	He	also	mentioned	that	we	might	
be	able	to	sleep	the	night	in	the	dance	hall	at	Kirkjubæjarklaustur	if	we	did	not	wish	
to	pitch	our	tents.	

	

	
	

Lake	at	Skaftafell,	with	Hvannadalshnúkur	mountain	
	
We	now	drove	away	from	the	Breiðamerkursandur,	rounded	the	great	

Öræfajökull	glacier	at	the	south-eastern	corner	of	the	island	and	stopped	for	a	
technical	pause	at	Skaftafell.	As	I	pointed	my	camera	towards	the	Öræfajökull	with	
the	peak	of	the	Hvannadalshnúkur	visible,	Colm	asked	me	if	I	had	seen	a	small	
nearby	lake	from	the	bus.	He	had	seen	a	marvellous	reflection	in	it,	which	he	thought	
would	make	an	excellent	photograph.	I	had	not,	and	so	the	two	of	us	raced	at	full	
speed	towards	it.	We	took	a	short	cut	across	a	meadow	and	found	ourselves	wading	
through	some	marshy	land.	I	arrived	out	of	breath,	but	it	had	been	well	worth	the	
effort	for,	as	Colm	had	advocated,	the	scene	was	very	pretty	with	the	sky	reflected	in	
the	water.	The	setting	sun	now	illuminated	the	mountains	with	a	soft	golden	glow.	

We	then	ran	and	walked	back	with	Phyl	and	Anne,	who	had	also	come	to	see	the	
view.	We	arrived	just	in	time,	for	the	rest	of	the	group	were	returning	to	the	
coaches.	
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We	now	set	off	again	and	crossed	the	Skeiðarársandur;	the	sun	finally	sank	
behind	the	mountains	and	twilight	descended.	Bobo	changed	gear,	but	nothing	
happened.	Nothing	daunted,	he	changed	gear	again,	but	still	nothing	happened;	we	
just	continued	moving,	with	the	whine	of	the	engine	gradually	dropping	in	pitch	as	
we	lost	speed.	Bobo	went	through	all	the	gears	–	still	nothing	worked	–	and	looked	
at	Arthur,	who	pulled	a	face.	Bobo	did	not	seem	concerned	in	the	least,	but	Arthur	
looked	worried.	After	a	few	words	with	Bobo,	he	picked	up	the	microphone,	turned	
off	the	radio	and	announced	that	there	was	something	wrong	with	the	bus.	He	joked	
about	having	to	stop	here	for	the	night,	in	the	middle	of	nowhere,	and	go	without	
dinner.	

The	other	coach	–	the	older	and	less	reliable	one	–	soon	caught	up	with	us	and	
stopped.	Bobo	and	Arthur	hopped	out	for	a	consultation	and	we	laughed	off	the	
little	bit	of	tension	that	had	been	in	the	air.	By	now	we	had	become	resigned	to	
accepting	whatever	was	happening	and	so	there	was	no	panic.	Arthur	soon	returned	
to	our	coach	and	asked	for	those	of	us	who	could	find	seats	in	the	other	coach	to	
travel	in	it	for	now,	leaving	as	few	people	as	possible	in	this	one.	The	other	coach	
had	stopped	in	front	of	us	and	a	tow	rope	was	being	attached.	

Colm	and	I	bounded	out	with	our	bags	and	climbed	into	the	coach	to	cheers	and	
applause.	As	there	had	been	only	one	male	passenger	among	all	the	young	ladies,	
they	made	jokes	about	acquiring	some	more	men	at	last.	They	removed	luggage	that	
had	been	put	on	seats	in	order	to	make	room	for	us.	We	sat	near	the	back,	behind	
Phyl	and	Anne,	who	told	us	of	the	good	time	that	they	had	had	in	this	coach	–	
especially	the	sing-songs	and	the	conversations	with	Geiri.	It	soon	filled	up	and	we	
were	off	again,	though	at	a	slower	pace	this	time	as	we	were	pulling	the	other	coach,	
which	Bobo	was	steering.	What	a	desolate	place	in	which	to	break	down!	

We	soon	fell	in	with	local	custom	and	began	to	sing	songs.	Some	people	took	the	
microphone	and	led	the	singing,	and	Geiri	sang	some	of	his	native	ballads	and	songs.	
In	this	way	we	filled	in	the	time	as	we	drove	through	the	wilderness,	which	was	
becoming	darker	and	darker.	Soon	a	big	orange	moon	rose	behind	us	to	the	east;	it	
was	a	most	unusual	sight	to	behold.	It	looked	like	a	brightly	illuminated	and	scarred	
orange	hanging	in	the	empty	blackness	of	space.	

At	last	we	emerged	from	the	desert	and	began	the	last	leg	of	our	journey	‘home’.	
Some	industrial	buildings	and	lights	began	to	appear,	then	a	river	that	gleamed	in	
the	moonlight.	We	had	finally	reached	Kirkjubæjarklaustur;	by	now	it	was	half	past	
nine.	

The	kitchen	van	was	waiting	for	us	outside	the	dance	hall,	the	tables	were	
groaning	with	food	and	a	candle	illuminated	the	our	selection	of	dishes.	A	candlelit	
supper!	Never	had	the	stark	wooden	tables	and	the	old	van	looked	so	welcome!	We	
queued	up	and	helped	ourselves	to	generous	portions	of	meat,	potatoes	cooked	in	
their	skins,	a	selection	of	vegetables	and	cups	of	hot	soup,	which	we	demolished	
while	seated	on	the	floor	in	the	corridors	of	the	dance	hall.	I	helped	myself	to	several	
cupfuls	of	the	excellent	soup.	

By	now	it	was	pitch	black	outside	–	hardly	suitable	for	erecting	a	tent.	A	man	
appeared,	opened	the	doors	of	the	hall	and	turned	on	the	heating.	It	was	a	fine	
modern	hall	with	a	good	wooden	floor	and	a	stage	with	red	curtains.	Colm	found	a	
place	for	our	air	mattresses	and	sleeping	bags	in	one	of	the	wings	off	the	stage.	At	
the	other	side	I	discovered	an	upright	piano:	the	first	one	I	had	seen	here	in	Iceland.	
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The	tone	was	poor;	although	it	may	have	been	down	in	pitch,	it	was	reasonably	well	
in	tune.	

I	sat	down	and	very	quickly	acquired	a	small	audience	when	I	started	to	play	a	few	
pieces	on	the	instrument.	Some	of	the	younger	girls	came	up	and	attempted	to	play	
the	standard	beginners’	pieces	such	as,	‘Oh,	I	can	wash	my	daddy’s	shirt’	on	the	
black	keys	and	I	furnished	an	accompaniment	which	grew	more	elaborate	and	
syncopated	in	my	efforts	to	set	them	astray.	Soon	I	had	a	group	of	girls	seated	
around	me	asking	for	‘request	numbers’,	which	I	played	if	I	knew	them.	I	wanted	to	
stop	and	pump	up	my	air	mattress,	but	it	looked	as	though	I	would	not	be	allowed	
do	this.	Colm	kindly	did	this	for	me.	He	later	brought	me	a	cup	of	tea	from	the	
kitchen	van	and	complimented	me	on	my	performance.	Although	I	was	playing	
rubbish,	I	was	enjoying	myself.	

As	I	became	conscious	of	people	settling	down	for	a	night’s	sleep	in	the	hall,	I	now	
played	softly	and	chose	more	gentle	pieces	to	perform.	I	was	not	allowed	to	stop;	I	
protested	that	the	others	wanted	to	sleep,	as	did	I.	Towards	half	past	twelve	I	began	
to	run	out	of	music	and	energy,	and	wound	up	the	session	by	playing	Brahms’s	
famous	Lullaby	and	then	our	National	Anthem.	We	had	had	a	good	session	and	
everyone	seemed	to	have	appreciated	it.	

I	then	quickly	changed	into	my	pyjamas,	got	into	bed	and	soon	fell	asleep.	


