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ADVENTURE cruising

Anna Selby 
discovers 
an ancient 
European 
landscape in 
the company 
of noble 
caledonia

There are two Icelands. One is contemporary, 
very much a part of 21st century Europe, its 
sophisticated capital a centre for fashion 
and music. The other was where I was 

headed. Beyond Reykjavik, life hasn’t really changed 
significantly in centuries, maybe millennia. 

There’s fishing, farming, horses and reindeer, tiny 
towns and villages, remote islands, extraordinary 
wildlife and a landscape so dramatic and explosive it’s 
hardly surprising it produced Vikings, sagas and trolls. 

The cruise season is short, just the few summer 
months from late June to the end of August. Even 
then you can have some unlikely weather. In 2012, 
the July temperatures were better than those in 
England but, by the time I arrived in mid-August, 
they hovered from 0-4°C. 

I travelled on Noble Caledonia’s Caledonia Sky, 
which is small-ship expedition cruising at its best – 
we were fewer than 100 passengers – with a good 
combination of on-board luxury (superb food, well-
equipped cabins) and adventurous trips ashore. 

The  
   that Time Forgot

Iceland

Being such a small ship, it’s perfect for exploring 
remote fjords and tiny islands and can get into 
places bigger ships just can’t reach. The words 
“expedition cruising” are used advisedly. Weather, 
local advice and serendipity can prompt a change 
of course and unexpected discoveries. 

And, if there is nowhere to dock, that’s no 
problem either. Little rubber Zodiacs are lowered 
into the sea and you scramble on to a stony 
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shore or an old wooden jetty – and into a pristine 
environment. It’s a cruise for travellers interested in 
wildlife and the environment, who prefer a lecture 
on tectonic plates to a cabaret and who don’t mind 
getting their feet wet. 

Over 10 days, Caledonia Sky circumnavigated 
the country, starting and finishing in Reykjavik. The 
second morning set the scene for the entire cruise.  
I opened my curtains to see the small fishing village 
of Grundarfjordur, crouching under the massive 
Kirkjufell peak. 

Brightly painted wooden houses clung to the 
shoreline and it was eerily quiet, with no traf-
fic. Just to make the point, a cat napped in the 

middle of the road. There was a shop selling Sarah 
Lund-style Icelandic jumpers and a pretty church 
that housed Iceland’s oldest bible, printed in 1584. 

The following day we visited Flatey Island, 
home to just two families – you can’t beat Iceland 
when it comes to isolation – a painted church, and 
a tiny library. It’s also home to eider ducks, gyre 
falcons, cormorants and an awful lot of sheep. 

As we went further north, the (rather cool) 
sun beamed down from a cloudless sky and the 
sea turned the deepest blue. We sailed through 
breathtaking fjords, past abandoned fishing 
settlements; we saw more snow; the wind 
freshened; and the landscape grew ever more 
majestic. I left my curtains open at night and 
watched the Northern Lights.

An island of 2km by 400m couldn’t have much to 
offer, could it? Wrong. Vigor has some of the biggest 
colonies of arctic terns, eider ducks and puffins in 
all of Iceland. Our guides were the family who have 
owned and farmed it for four generations, though 

they have now abandoned the sheep for the more 
profitable business of eiders. In the summer, the 
family collects 60kg – at $1,300 a kilo! 

The eiders nest all over the island, including 
a customised stone wall built at the end of the 
19th century as an apartment block for ducks. 
According to Ingen, wife of one of the two 
brothers who now own the island, eiders are 
“loving” and like human proximity. They don’t 
even mind when you take a bit of the down from 
their nests – and the family replace it with hay so 
it’s still nicely cosy.

Ingen’s husband showed us how the down is 
prepared and how preternaturally light a cushion 
is when filled just with eiders’ down. Then her 
sister-in-law gave us delicious home-made rhubarb 
tart (known here as “good marriage cake”) in the 
family’s charming 1880s wooden house.

There are lots of puffins here, too. Rather than 
build nests, they dig burrows and, occasionally, 
eider chicks get lost wandering down them, so 
the family hand rears about 20 eider orphans a 
year. The arctic terns are territorial so keep all 

the possible bird predators (such as gulls) away. 
Unfortunately, they also dive bomb humans in 
the spring, so the family has a set of flagged sticks 
designed to ward them off – or at least give them 
an alternative target. 

Every day there was at least one trip ashore 
and we were rarely out of sight of land. We 
sailed down Iceland’s longest and arguably 

most beautiful fjord, Eyjafjordur, to the biggest 
town in the north of the country, Akuyeri. Fac-
ing due south, it basks in the morning sun – even 
though there is fresh snow on the mountains. 

Nevertheless, Akuyeri boasts the most northern 
botanical gardens in the world that, thanks to a 
surprising microclimate, are planted with many 
Mediterranean stalwarts. In fact, the whole town is 
planted with trees – unusual in Iceland – and there 
are pretty painted wooden houses dating back to the 
1920s. The oldest buildings date from the late 19th 
century; before that, there were only turf houses.

These old houses had walls of flat lava rocks, 
turf and driftwood, roofs of turf and eider down for 

‘We sailed through BREATHTAKING 
FJORDS and the landscape grew  
EVER MORE MAJESTIC. I left my  

curtains open at night and WATCHED  
THE NORTHERN LIGHTS.’
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insulation. One has been turned into a museum, 
just outside Akuyeri and, with its five gables, it 
would have housed up to 30 people. In fact, it was 
inhabited until 1936 by the local priest and his 
family and is highly atmospheric. 

It’s not difficult to imagine people huddling 
round the fire through the long, dark winter, 
preparing wool, knitting, making ropes and 
listening to the old sagas and poetry or readings 
from the Bible. 

You know you’re getting close to Namarskand 
when you see the steam rising from the 
ground and detect the faint odour of sulphur. 

We drove through black lava fields past geothermal 
lakes where people used to bathe, but not now. 
They have heated up to 100°C. 

At Namarskand itself, the rotten egg smell 
increased and we walked between grey mud pools, 
bubbling and splashing in a lunar landscape dotted 
with volcanic cones. The air was filled with hissing, 
rumbling, groaning – our planet at its most primitive.

The sea showed its violent side the next day. 
A massive weather front to the east had changed 
our plans, so we were running ahead of the storm 
and, after a bumpy night, rushed into the shelter 
of an empty fjord, the breathtakingly beautiful 
Mjolfjordur. The tops of its steep green slopes were 
dusted in fresh snow – it was almost September – 
and the promise of winter was in the air. 

The next day dawned with brilliant blue skies 
and glaciers sparkling in the sunshine, laid out 

WhAlES Ahoy!
one warmer morning i was about to find a lounger when there was an 
announcement: “Humpbacks ahead!” 

four Zodiacs were lowered into the water and sped across to where 
the whales were last spotted. 

we waited breathless in anticipation as, one after another, five 
humpbacks appeared between the Zodiacs, spouting water, 
breaching and flipping their magnificent tails.

They stayed with us for more than an hour. 
Another, lone whale, performed some startling acrobatics, slapping 

the top of the water with his tail and doing the whale version of a 
back-flip for several minutes.

He then dived and reappeared right next to the ship, the water 
lightening to a turquoise as he rose. As if in glorious concert, a rainbow 
appeared over the fjord. 
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around us in a great semi-circle. We headed inland 
to the Vatnajokul Glacier, Europe’s largest, covering 
over fully 8 per cent of the country. 

We drove through grasslands – some of Iceland’s 
best farmland – and past dozens of pretty Icelandic 
horses, Hooper swans, ducks and waders on 
our way to our real vehicle of the morning. An 
amphibious one.

The glacier reaches down to the massive glacial 
lagoon of Jokulsarlon that came into being in the 
1930s as the glacier started to recede from the edge 
of the Atlantic. It now covers 18sq km, a natural 
wonder filled with icebergs that calve from the 
glacier and vary in colour from crystal clear to blue 
to milky white, sculpted into extraordinary shapes. 

Later, we walked to the point where the lagoon 
meets the ocean, the speed of the water increasing, 

with small icebergs being picked up in the flow 
and raced towards other bergs standing in the sea, 
waves crashing against them until they melted. 
Watching on the black sand beach, a seal suddenly 
appeared, basking in the weak sunshine as we 
observed each other.

The last day was spent in Reykjavik and the Blue 
Lagoon with its superheated (38C) milky blue water 
filled with algae, mineral salts and fine silica mud 
that exfoliate and condition the skin. There are hot 
waterfalls – great for back massage – and it was 
all extremely relaxing – except for the thought of 
getting back out into the chill again. 

Iceland is the setting for Jules Verne’s A Journey 
to the Centre of the Earth and you are certainly 
more aware here that the earth has a centre as 

it’s one of the few places above sea level where the 
Mid-Atlantic ridge runs, the dividing line between 
the continents of America and Europe. 

As they slowly pull further apart, Iceland 
experiences volcanic eruptions and ash clouds, 
bubbling mud beds, lava floes, geysers – and 
earthquakes, around 10 small ones a day.

At Thingvellir National Park, the site of the 
oldest parliament in the world, the Icelandic 
Althing (930AD), is the geological fault known as 
Almannagja, and its fissures and gulleys make it 
the clearest place on earth to see the division of the 
Mid-Atlantic Ridge, as well as to provide a great 
photo opportunity, with one foot in each continent.

Once you pass over the ridge into the Eurasian 
side, there are lowlands, lakes and hot springs and 
then Iceland’s most famous waterfall, Gullfoss, or 
Golden Waterfall. 

But we have, perhaps, saved the best till last. 
Geysir is an Icelandic world and this is where 
they come from. The Geysir geothermal area has a 
multitude of hot springs, some spouting every few 
minutes, some every few days. 

Luckily, the Great Geyser was on form the day we 
were there, hurling boiling water and steam tens of 
metres into the air. A uniquely Icelandic show. 

CAlEDoNIA SKy fAcTfilE

ITINERARIES: summer, Alaska; autumn, winter and spring, far East, 
Australia and new Zealand. The next 12-night ‘Epic iceland’ voyage 
will be on sister ship Island Sky on June 3, 2014, with prices from £4,195 
per person.

MoRE INFo: call 020 7752 0000 or visit www.noble-caledonia.co.uk.

Maiden voyage: 1991
Refurbished: 2012
Tonnage: 4,280
Length: 297ft
Beam: 50ft
Draft: 17ft

Speed: 15 knots
Passengers: 114
Crew: 72
Passenger decks: 5
Registry: Bahamas


