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Somehow [ am alWays visiting Iceland—
whether in memory or imagination—and
always walking through its chilly, ghostly
streets, pale even after midnight in the summer, and hushed, no

datk to be seen for 2,400 hours or more. Somehow it is always
half-light in the Iceland of my memories, and I am walking across
empty fields alone, the sun landing on the sea at 1 a.M. and then,
after settling there for an hour or so, rising again as I walk back
through the pallid light and hitch a ride on an early milk truck
around the magical, cloud-covered coast. It seems I am always lost
in the ice blue poems of the Icelandic Romantics, and the images
from the light nights that I spent there keep returning: the man
with the chalk white face who accosted me in the café of a lonely
fishing village sometime after midnight and told me, through
piercing eyes, of his dreams of Jesus and a flock of angels robed in
white; the girl with the intense Egyptian gaze who picked me up
my first day in the capital and transporred me off into her visions
of Tibet; the pilot of the six-seat plane who consulted his map as
we flew, just the two of us, low over ice fields and snowcapped
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peaks, to the deserted fjords of the west. I am always standing on
a hill in Iceland’s golden quict, my shadow stretching for forty
feet or more, then walking through a sleeping world in the dove
gray light of 2 Am. .

Perhaps because it is so otherworldly, Iceland leaves a curious
impression on the mind. Days spent here are interludes from life,
sojourns in some other, nether, twilight zone of the mind. Every-
one knows a little about the epidemic oddness of the place: There
was no beer when T first visited, and no TV on Thursday; there
were almost no trees and no vegetables. Iceland is an ungodly
wasteland of volcanoes and tundra and Geysir, the mother of all
geysers, so lunar that NASA astronauts trained here; a'place of fu-
maroles and solfataras, with more hot springs and mud pools and
stcam holes than any other wilderness on earth. One day I saw a
crowd gathered on a Reykjavik street and went over to see what
they were staring at: It was a dog (formetly illegal in the capital).
Iceland is a duck-shaped island with eight million puffins and a
thirteen-hand pony that can not only canter and gallop but £z,

Even “civilization™ here seems to offer no purchase for the
mind: Nothing quite makes sense. Iceland proverbially boasts
the largest number of poets, presses, and readers per capita in the
world: Reykjavik, a town smaller than Rancho Cucamonga, Cali-
fornia, has four daily newspapers. To match the rate of literary
production of Iceland, the United States would have to publish
six hundred new books # day. Iceland has the oldest living lan-
guage in Europe—its people read the medieval sagas as if they were
tomorrow’s newspaper—and all new concepts, such as “radio”
and “telephone,” are given poetically chosen medieval equivalents.
Roughly seventy-five percent of all first babies are illegitimate here,
and because every son of Kristjan is called Kristjansson and every
daughter Kristjansdéttir, mothers always have different surnames
than their childten. Every citizen of Iceland-—even an erstwhile
Wu Ziyang—must acquire a traditional Icelandic name, and the
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only exception ever made to this—for Viadimir Ashkenazy—
prompted one disgruntled exile to ask if he could take.on th'e new
Icelandic name of Vladimir Ashkenazy. People are hsted. in the
phone book by their first name, which does not make E’lfc easy
when the Jons alone take up thirty columns of the country’s direc-
tory (the hotels section of the Yellow Pages does not even nl a

column).

Icelaud is one of the largest islands in the world, yet so intima‘te
that it has the same kind of tranquil dottiness as the northern \v:ll-
lage in the movie Loca! Hero: Every day promises to fetch up enig-
matic mermaids, unlikely rock and roll bands, and the same faces
that you saw yesterday and the day before. The first day I t?vedr
spent in Surprise City (as Reykjavik is called), 1 saw golden-haire
princesses and sword-wielding knights enacting fairy-tale sagas on
the main bridge in the capital. I came within two feet of the presi-
dent (who seemed, unguarded in the street, just ano‘rher' elegant,
blond single mother). And while staring at some hfe:—sxze Chf.:SS
pieces in the center of town, I was interviewed b.y the biggest daily
newspaper, Morgunbladid, so astonished were its reporters to see
a foreign face. The Salvation Army hostel is only .four doors' avfray
from the parliament building here, and the parhament-bulldfng
itself is 2 modest two-story house with a doorman less imeposing
than those in the nearby pubs. Prisoners are sometimes allowed to
go home for the holidays, and on the main road out of town you
can see the country’s Nobel laureate in hiterature, Hallddr Lax-
‘ness, still wriring at the age of eighty-nine. ‘

Yet there is something deeper about the uncanniness of the
place, something arising from its silences and space. .You can feel
it in the contained intensity of many people here, in the enor-
mous calm with which they say j4 and in the echoin:g way they
say nothing at all. You can see it in their eyes, as shockingly beau-
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tiful, often, and as blue, as the sea suddenly glimpsed around
mountain curves. You can sense it in the almost archetypal ele-
mentalism of the place, where honey-checked beauty queens rub
cheeks with hatchet-faced yvahoos (it is, as Jan Morris saw, the
petfect setting for “Beauty and the Beast”): You can fed it in the
scttledness of the place, the weighty sense of gravitas. It is easy to
believe, in this uninhabited space, that you are living once more
amid the mead hails and monsters of Beownlf, within a tiny circle
of light surrounded by an encroaching dark; it is casy to believe
that the Irish hermits and the Viking warriors, who were the earli-
est settlers on the istand, still possess it with their ascetic calm and
violence. There is something allegorical —not quite real—about
the place that inspired Tolkien’s Middle Earth and Wagner's Ring.
Iceland was, in the Middle Ages, the literal location of hell; Tules
Verne's explorers came here to find the center of the carth; and for
the Nazis, its pure-blond racial clarity made it a kind of Aryan
paradise (Auden quoted an unnamed Nazi as declaring, “Fiir uns
Lland ist das Land”). Iceland may be many things, but it is not
your average country. -
Tt is always difficult, even dangerous, to return to a world that
has transported you, and epiphanies rarely repeat themselves. Yet
I was determined to sec Iceland outside the spell of its mid-
summer nights dreams, in the [unar segment of its cycle. Last fall,
therefore, T returned to the place I kept on dreaming about. Tce-
landair is the only carrier thar flies to Reykjavik from the United
States, linking its capital with Baltimore and now Orlando (as
well as with New York), Keflavik is the only aitport in Europe that
has a duty-free shop for arrivals, which customarily was packed
with Icelanders stocking up on beer. The most comfortable seats
on Icelandair are in Saga class, and its stunning cabin attendants
sometimes wear leather gloves, Many Americans know Tceland
only as the place they were obliged to visit on what was, for years,
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the cheapést flight to Europe; now, ironically, Iceland is bz fstome
. o
measures the most expensive country in the world (;1 ee
minute phone call from my hotel to Japan cos‘t me $IIZS k ol
Yet none of this prepared me for the biggest shoc o1 I,
hen 1 stepped out of the airport: The whole plac; was dark, Ii
W en i
i in the summer, I had never se
all the time I had spent there in t : : .
dark. And dark awakens something passionate and primeval in
. ; i
the land, some buried, burning intensity. Our bus bflmpled ZC::d
rainy emptiness, with herc and there a few modernist bloc :1 "
“ ’ . . N ich-
eesie, red-ht geodesic domes winking in the bh'le—ll:)lack s].&yl:la hgv
tech, lit-up vision of surreal desolarion. Reykjavik, a; eig ‘t— ty
, i i hern silence, There is an ex-
in the morning, was cradled in a nort. ; ' y
traordinary stiliness to the place, as if it were helduln s;si;n;; X
jon, i ining placid in the unpolluted sky.
animation, its red roofs shining p .
overwhelming impression, on the tiny, empry strect where I was
i k.
ing, was of silence and of dar . .
- II]tgis of course, the changes that one notices most quickly
when on:e comes back to any place, and it did not tak;;—ne lor-mg o
i d that there are two stations,
find that beer is now legal an © rations
i day. 1 saw an [ Was a Teenage '
broadcasting even on Thurs : ’ bt
i fish and the jars of bee po
album amid the slabs of strange . y
the Reykjavik flea market (held every Saturday 1{1'31.1 undergrour;n
parking lot beneath the central bank); and Filipino :O;Inir.lda
i 1
flowing [slamic robes were walking down the street. T :f oT < i
Inn has come to Reykjavik now, and the Hard Rock Cate.
is karaoke too, and neon. . o |
; Yet again and again I felt [ was in an Alice-like Wor;de;l;nd
i inqui bout a day-trip (to Greenland); an
Soon after arrival, I inquired a ; .
eight-hour tour cost $460. T called for a cab and was plckzd upt ;lr;
- fo :
a Mercedes driven by a hearty, shining matron. I. walk; AnotOl
Hortel Lofileidir for lunch and was treated to th¢.=_ s.ight'o 2 }I:
Karpov, former chess champion of the world, sitting in a rmj1 od
ﬁgh[:at ’one end of an auditorium, above a tiny chessboard, watche
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by eight old men in anoraks. Two hours later, I was being harassed
by a Greenlandic dancer with black stripes down his face and a
clothespin in his mouth that he kept pushing in and out at me.

By any standards other than Icelandic ones, Reykjavik is still a
quaint and quiet place, as silentas a photograph. It resembles, like
tmost of the settlements in Iceland, a kind of Lego town—rows of
tiny, clean white boxes set out in geometric grids, with roofs of
red and blue and green. Much of the country feels as if it were
made for children—even the ponytailed boys and ring-nosed gitls
are pushing baby strollers—and Reykjavik might almost be a
small child’s toy, as dlean and perfect as a ship inside a botde. Tee-
land is famous for having no mansions and no slums, in much the
same way that its language has no accents and no dialects: With a
population smaller than that of Colorado Springs, uniformity is
not hard to achieve. And because nearly all the houses are geo-
thermically heated, the city, whose name means “smoky bay,”
shines silent in the smokeless air, as clear as if seen through panes
of polished glass. Reykjavik is one place where it really is worth
climbing the highest building in town to see the city, mute and
motionless, laid out against the silver sea,
Yet it is not because of the capital but in spite of it that most
visitors come to Iceland; desolation is what they seek and find.
More than eighty percent of the country consists of nothing but
ice fields, barren mountains, lava, and tundra. Huge stretches are
as blank and inhospitable as anything in the Australian Outback.
Such settlements as do exist look like suburbs in search of a city.
A solitary farmstead here, a lonely lighthouse there, occasionally
an isolated steeple: a small huddle of concrete inside a giants
rough paw, Nature adores 2 vacuum here. And the ground itself is
like nothing so much as a geologist’s textbook, a pockmarked
mass of volcanic craters and hissing plumes of smoke il it looks
as if the earth itself is blowing off steam, and the soil in parts is so
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hot that only a few inches down you can actually bo-ii an egg. In
Iceland, in John McPhee’s happy phrase, “the earth is full of ad-
justments, like a settling stomach.”

The largest glacier in Europe is somewhere in this nothingness (it
is more than three times the size of Luxembourg), and the largest
Java field in the world; the oldest parliament in Europe was 'st‘et up
on this youngest soil. Samuel Johnson used to boast of rec1tu11§' la
whole chapter of The Natural History of Iceland by' the Dane \ 1Is
Horrebow. That was Chapter LXXII, “Concernmg. snakes.” It
reads in its entirety: “Thete are no snakes to be met with through-
le istand.” .
o ?E:’ i::)her factor that accentuates the bleak and ‘weathc_:r-
beaten beauty is the climate. In October, already . wild whl.te
quilt swaddles the countryside, and the sun shines silver over sil-
ver lakes. The view from a bus is identical to tha-t from a plane
thirty thousand feet above the Pole. Icelanders will tell you that
because of the Gulf Stream that country has no extremes of tem-
perature. Some years see no snNOw at all in Reyk.javﬂ(, and‘the 1'0w—
est temperature recorded in the capital in thirty years is minus
fifteen degrees Fahrenheit. Bur the absence of extremes also means
that it is never, ever warm. In summer, when I was her(?, peoPle
were complaining of a heat wave when the temperature hita chilly
- rees.
o Ii(l)lii(slefnaccommodating world, it is not surpris.ing that the
people who come here are often as unorthodox in -theu way as tlh.e
locals. Yet the country seems to bring out something pure in visi-
tors, something a little bit out of the ordinary. Thc? most Juminous
translations of modern Icelandic poetry into English, for example,
were composed by a recent U.S. ambassador to Iceland, Marshall
Brement, who has written beautifully of how Icelanders were the
great European poets of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries and

i iament
how, even now, on one night a year every member of parliam

172

The Loneliest Place on Earth

must speak in thyme. And though the island’s attraction ro pho-
tographers (Eliot Porter) and poets (from Auden and MacNeice to
Leithauser) may be self-evident, it seems to evoke something po-
etic in even the everyman. I once asked a young Danish student,
who had chosen to live here for a year, what was the most exciting
thing to do in Reykjavik. He thought fora long, long time. Then,
looking a little sheepish, he said, “Well, for me, T {ike walking at
~night in the Old Town, seeing the old houses. Or, if you cangoa

little bit out of Reykjavik, if it is cold, like tonight, you can sec the
northern lights,”

That kind of calm transparency is, inevitably, harder and harder
to maintain as the villages of Iceland get drawn into the shrinking
global village. For ten centuries now, the island has preserved its
own culture and Old Norse diphthongs by living apart from the
world, remote from changing realities. For centuties Iceland has
been a kind of hermit among nations, a private, inward-looking
odd-place-out of fishermen and visionaries and poets. The pur-
suits for which it has been famous are largely solitary ones made
to ward off months of winter dark. Thus the country boasts six
chess grandmasters and recently placed first in the World Con-
tract Bridge Championship. The most famous Icelander in En-
gland, Magnus Magnusson, is, appropriately enough, the host of
a fiendishly difficult quiz show, Mastermind (when I looked up

the name in the phone book, I found hifty-three Magnus Magnus-

sons). Iceland is a kind of conscientious objector to modernity,

out of it in all the right ways and priding itself on being a sort of
no-man’s-land in the middle of nowhere (and nowhen), a quiet,
neutral zone far from superpower rivalries.

Midway between Moscow and Manhattan, halfway between
medievalism and modernity, it had its two moments of ambigu-
ous fame in 1972, when it was the site of the Boris Spassky—Bobby
Fischer chess championship, and in 1986, when it was the safe
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house where Reagan and Gorbachev met and almost abandoned
nuclear weapons. The miracle of Iceland is not just that, as Auden
wrote, “any average educated person one meets can turn out com-
petent verse” (and a kitchen maid he met gave “an ex(.:eilent. criti-
cism of a medieval saga”) but that the verse itself . is devilishly
complex. That tangled, palindromic, old-fashioned kind of rthyme
has become almost a model for the country.

Now, though, increasingly that legacy is th-rcate.ned. Scarcel()lr'a
century ago only five percent of Icelanders lived in tlowns; to 'ay
the figure is more than eighty percent. For a..lm(.)st nine ccnt;nrlf:s
the population seemed scarcely to rise (it hit six figures only in
this century); and by one account, as recently as 1806 there were
only three hundred citizens in Reykjavik, of whom twenty—s-;:-vin
were in jail for public drunkenness. Today, however, 145,000 0 t e
country’s 259,600 people live in or around the s.ubu.rb-sproutmg
capital. And the single fact of TV alone has inevitably cast a

shadow over a2 world in which lighthouse keepers read sagas to

fishing ficets and families waxed Homeric in r_hf: dark. Althhough
the government has worked overtime to protect its culu.u'e (' en;ie
the longtime ban on Thursday TV, and no br.oadcastmg in t E
month of July), its efforts have often been in vain: Icclanc.i {whic
seems to lead the wotld in leading the world in cat'egorlcs) now
boasts the highest number of VCRs per household in the world.
In the Westman Islands, the rock formation that used to be called
Cleopatra is now known by some as Marge .Simpson, and the fish-
ing crates neatby are decorated with portraits of the Teenagf: Mu;
tant Ninja Turtles. Even young couples, in b‘etween talkmg 0
their holidays in Spain and their dreams of secing the Pyramids,
will tell you that purity is to be found now only in the country-
side; that Reykjavik is dangerous and full of drugs; that people usc
the word cassette instead of its Lcelandic equivalent.

Iceland is also more and more full of foreign faces and less
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militantly blond than even a few years ago. There is a Thai restau-
rant now in Reykjavik and a Thai snack bar (complete with a
Buddha and a sign for Coca-Cola in Thai). There are Somalian
refugees, adopted kids from Sri Lanka, and even immigrants from
North Africa (whose children must—by law--be called Bjorn and
Gudrun). In one factory alone there are ten “mail order brides,”

three of them cousins from the Philippines. None of this would

seem exceptional except in a country where, until recently, many

people could hardly imagine Somalia or Sti Lanka or even Cali-

fornia. When T was here in 1987, I found myself an object of dark

fascination to people who could hardly tell an Indian from an In- -
dianan. Now, when I went to restaurants, T was greeted with a po-

lite, unsutprised Godan dag in Icelandic.

A middle-aged matron invited me one night into her solemn,
sepulchral parlor. The first things I saw when I entered were a
book on the Gestapo and a picture of a sea blue sprite hiding in-
side a waterfall. Her grandchildren came out to stare at me, and
when I explained that I was from India, they confessed they did
not know if that was near Pluro or Neptune. Then I was asked
what kind of music I would like to hear. Icelandic, I replied, and
on came a blast of local heavy metal.

There is, in fact, a deafening strain of rock and roll in Iceland, and
it is the voice of kids banging their fists against the narrow limits
of their culture. With so few people in so vast a space, both ele-
ments are intensified, extreme: “Wild” applies as much to society
as to nature here. Iceland, then, is an inspired setting for the Hard
Rock Cafe. It is not just that the island used to have the two larg-
est discos in Europe; or that its most famous recent export is the
eccentric dance band the Sugarcubes (“I'd never been in a sky-
scraper place before,” said their lead singer recently about her first
trip to Manhattan); or even that Amina, the belle of Carthage,
was recently performing there. It is, rather, that rock and roll s an
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almost primal statement of rebellion here, a spirit of release. It is
the way the young advertise their impatience with the ?M ways
and their hunger for the new. Garage bands are sizzling in Reyk-
javik, and local magazines are full of articles on such local heroes
as Deep Jimi & the Zep Creams. The radio was blasting “Leader
of the Pack” when 1 drove one night to Kringlan, the glittery new
yuppie mall where the Hard Rock is situated and inside which
blonds in dark glasses and boys in ties were clapping along to
“The Wall” and shouting out, in English, “Unbelievable!” and
“Give me fivel” .
It is casy to fecl, in Iceland, that one is caught up in some
homemade Arctic version of American Graffii. The first time
visited the country, I could not believe the “cruising” rituals that
filled even the tiniest places on every weekend night. In the small
northern town of Akureyri, [ watched a whole procession of Pon-
tiacs, Range Rovers, and Porsches circling around and around th.c
tiny central square until 4 A.m., teenagers hanging out o.f their
windows, motorcycle gangs (called Sniglar, or Snails) revving up
along the sidewalks, twelve-year-old boys crying out'Glfdzt:'eg Jol
(Merry Christmas) in the golden evening light. But this was in the
middle of the saturnalian summer, when everything is topsy-
turvy—golf tournaments start at midnight, and three-year-old
toddlers caper around till one in the morning each night {or one
at night each morning). This is the time of midsumrlner madness,
when people believe that rolling naked in the dew will cure you O.E
nineteen separate ailments and that you will be granted a w.1sh if
you walk naked in the grass or cross seven fences, collecting a
flower at each one.

When I returned to Iceland in the dark, though, 1 found that
the satme furious rites were taking place even in the freezing cold:
bodies jamming the narrow streets of Reykjavik, “Tumping Jack
Flash” pouring out their windows, the streets packed at 2 A.M.,
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cars burning rubber in the parking lots. Reykjavik on a Saturday
night is a reeling madhouse of people puking, people barking,
people lying on the street, beautiful faces shining with illicit glee.

Sex? asked Auden of himself in Letters from Ieeland, “Unin-
hibited.” And that was fifty-five years ago! Iceland discos, it seems
safe to say, are not for the faint of heart. “I started smoking when
1 was ren, gave up when I was eleven, started again when I was
twelve,” a hard-drinking gitl of nineteen told me, while her friend
started raving about her holiday in Bulgaria. Around us, vatious
boys were burping, dancing on the table, and pursuing rites of
courtship in which solicitations came well before introductions.
“These men do not have any behavior,” a young Danish boy
standing near me remarked. “They are not even having a funny
time.” Later, I found there was a subtext to his complaint, “I went
with four girls to the Moulin Rouge,” he reported, “and all the
men were blinking at me.” After the discos close at 3 A.m., anyone
who is not in somebody else’s arms (and even some who are) stag-
gers off to swim naked in one of the city’s open-air pools.

Still, for all these odd eruptions there is a kind of innocence in
lceland—an  innocence almost betrayed by that longing for
sophistication—and it is one of those places that is difficult to
dislike. Even now it seems to belong as much to Hans Christian
Andersen as to Tolkien, and Peer Gynt's angels are as much in evi-
dence as Axl Rose’s. The most elegant hotel in Reykjavik puts a
single lighted candle on its reception desk at nightfall. The wait-
ress at the Shanghai restaurant is a classic Nordic beauty, with
long Godiva tresses falling over her Chinese page boy suit. (“The
good children do get ice cream as dessert,” promises the menu,
“with regards from Shanghai.”) The telephone numbers here gen-
erally have only five digits, and a child’s painting of a rainbow that
I'saw in the National Art Gallery had only four (not very vibrant)
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Sometimes, I knew; the strangencss I found in lceland existed
only in my head. The flaxen-haired girls I took to be paragons of
Icelandic purity turned out to be from Iowa or Essex. I did, f-
nally, spot a dog one day, though whether he had—by law—an
Icelandic name, 1 do not know. Every day in the lobby of my ho-
tel I saw an old man marching up and down in red ceremonial
costume, carrying a huge bell. When I asked an Icelandic friend
whatarcane custom he embodied, she, not surprisingly, shrugged—
unaware that he was in fact the town crier of Lambeth, in Lon-
don, sent here by the British Department of Trade and Industry.

Other times, though, I knew there was something going on
in the chilly, haunted silences. After awhile the preternatural stifl-
ness of the treeless wastes can get to you and inside you, and you
can feel a Brontéan wildness in the soil. With its uncommonly
beautiful people, its island curiosity, its closeness to traditions and
tales, Iceland resembles nowhere so much as Java, its spellbound
air charged with an imminence of spirits. Cold winds whistle
through rows of white crosses on the black moor outside Akranes.
The distinctive feature of the lcelander, for Sir Richard Burton,
was “the eye, dark and cold as a pebble—a mesmerist would de-
spair at the first sight.” From my bed at night I could see nothing
but a white cross shining in the dark.

Something in Iceland arouses the most passionate feelings in
me; it picks me up and will not let me go. On my first trip to the
island, disoriented by the never-ending light, I stayed awake all
night in my hotel uncharacteristically writing poems. But this
time too, in the emptiness and dark, T could not sleep and found
myself alone at night with feelings I could not scan, the wind so
fierce outside my window it sounded like the sea. Sometimes it
feels as if the forty miles or so that people can see across the glassy
air here they can also see inside themselves; as if, in this penetrat-
ing emptiness, you are thrown down and down some inner well.
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§0medmes it feels as if the land itself almost invites you to see in
its changing needs a reflection of your own, and in the turning of
the seasons, some deeper, inner shift from light to dark.
“Especially at this time of year, people have many different
feelings here,” a car mechanic named Olafur explained to me one

night. “In the dark they have much time to think of God-—and of
other things in that direction.”
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lceLaND’'s HoT SPRINGS

The best of the country’s famous hot spots

It’s the rare traveler who, upon arriving in
this volcanic hotspot on the edge of the
Arctic Circle, isn’t moved by the land-
scape’s taw, unearthly beauty. Best of all? You can experience it
while taking a soak. . '
While the majority of this unspoiled country consists of ice
ficlds and tundra, there are in fact some 250 geothermal a..reas
producing more than eight hundred steam—billowing. hot springs.
Most visitors make the capital city of Reykjavik their home base
and take charter buses to all other less-inhabited points through-
out the country. There is only one major commercial road,
Ringroad, which circumnavigates the island. Fortunately, long-
distance charter buses and four-by-fours are common, and ser-
vices can be arranged through hotel concierges iu the city. One of
the largest bus organizations, BSI, is based in Reykjavik and pub-
lishes a thorough timetable of departures and schedules for several
outfitters that run countrywide explorations (bsi.is). Here are the

hot spots most worth a visit.

BLue Lagoon

" Smack in the center of the lava field, the Blue Lagoon’s unreal
blue waters—runoff from a nearby geothermal power plant.—w
attract locals and visitors alike. The silica-laden liquid,.whlch
ranges from g5 to 105 degrees, flows through a spacious ma'm pool
and three smaller hot tubs. The modernized lagoon, which un-
derwent a facelift in the 1990s, now includes a cavelike sauna

ez

Iceland’s Hot Springs

carved into the surrounding lava, changing facilities, spa treat-
ments, and a restaurant and snack bar to keep soakers blissfully
satisfied. Situated south of the Keflavik Alrport, near Grindavik, -
the Blue Lagoon is serviced by a public van that makes pick-

ups from hotels throughout the capital city (354-420-8800;
bluelagoon.com).

Lavecar

Just north of the Snefellsnes peninsula in Western Iceland, on the
Hvammsfjordur fjord, the town of Laugar is punctuated by sev-
eral old baths, geothermal springs, and hiking trails. Here, look
for remnants of the historical bathing pool used by Gudrtin Osvi-
fursdéttir, a figure from Icelandic sagas. During the summer months,
a hotel and small folk museum operate out of an old school build-
ing. It's also worth a visit to the Selingsdalur Valley, whose springs
once served as a stopping point for travelers making the journey
back and forth from the Westfjords.

LANDMANNALAUGAR

Located near the outskirts of the Torfajskull volcanic district in
the south, Landmannalaugar, which sits nearly two thousand feet
above sea level, is one of Teeland’s largest geothermal fields. Black
lava fields and towering rhyolite peaks mark this desertlike land-
scape. Landmannalaugar anchors the Fjallabak Nature Reserve
{english.ust.is), whose activities include hiking, swimming, and
fishing for trout. Open daily, a soak in Landmannalaugar’s sim-
mering mineral-rich water is distinguished by its unusual flow,
the result of a mixture of subterranean volcanic activity and the
glacier-fed frozen waters on the surface. Midsummer draws the

largest crowds, who flock to the springs for their purported heal-
ing properties.
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