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A Note About Language

An in-depth exploration of the Icelandic language is beyond the scope of this book, but I’ve tried to include a small taste of its beauty in these pages. The names of Icelandic scientists and Icelandic locations have been spelled using the Icelandic alphabet, and you can find details about unique letters and their pronunciations on page 66. In the Source Notes and Bibliography I’ve reverted to the Anglicized spellings of these names and places.
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Iceland is an island nation located in the Atlantic Ocean, between northern Europe and Greenland. Surtsey (inset) is part of the Westman Islands, an archipelago extending off the southern coast of the country; it is the farthest island from the mainland.




CHAPTER ONE


  Arrival



  Drengur Ólafsson was born on September 28, 1949, in Reykjavík, Iceland. Icelanders have a long and proud history of naming their children, and it’s probably different from the system you’re used to. Icelandic parents, for example, don’t give their babies a first name right away. Drengur simply means “little boy.” Little Boy Ólafsson didn’t get his true first name until his parents got to know him a bit. When they did, they called him Erling.
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Young Erling reading with his mother.
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This illustration shows the Earth at four different points on its annual orbit around the sun. Because the planet is tilted, parts of its surface are closer to the sun at certain positions than at others. This tilt, in combination with the rotation of the planet once each day, dictates the hours of daylight and sunlight on a given land mass at a given time of year. For more explanation, see page 67.




 

Erling and his siblings—three brothers and two sisters—grew up in the city of Hafnarfjörður (pronounced HAFF-nar-fyor-thur), just outside the Icelandic capital. Childhood here is like childhood anywhere: kids go to school, do homework, play on sports teams, explore outside. Iceland as a homeland, however, is unique.

For one thing, the country sits on the edge of the Arctic Circle. That means it’s cool. The average temperature in this region during the summer is only 50°F (10°C), and more than ten percent of the country is covered by glaciers. The Arctic Circle also marks the line on the planet at which the amount of sunlight in a given day is significantly altered because of the way the earth tilts on its axis. In the winter, when the Arctic Circle is tilted away from the sun, Icelanders barely see it during the day. The sun rises at lunchtime and sets again well before dinner. In summer, when the Arctic Circle is pointed toward the sun, the situation is reversed: the sun rises very early—about three o’clock in the morning—and doesn’t set again until the following midnight.

As if all of this weren’t strange enough, Iceland also happens to sit on top of an undersea mountain range called the Mid-Atlantic Ridge. This ridge marks the place where two separate, massive plates of the earth’s crust are moving away from each other. This movement is extremely slow—only millimeters over the course of a year—but it has some pretty spectacular consequences: namely, volcanoes. Iceland is home to more volcanoes than any other country in the world, and major eruptions happen every five years or so.

Glaciers, summer days that last twenty hours, winter nights that last just as long, and regular volcanic eruptions may sound extreme to you and me, but to the average Icelander, it’s all pretty humdrum.


“When not doing homework, we kids stayed outside all the time, in all weather,” says Erling. “Ball games, chasing games, hiding games, building snow houses, making wars with snowballs, and sledding were popular. And the lava was our playground, a good landscape, with caves to hide in.”

For the people who live in Iceland and the kids who grow up here, ice and fire just aren’t that unusual.

But on November 14, 1963, when Erling was fourteen years old, an epically unusual event did shake the country of Iceland. A volcano located fifteen miles off the southern coast exploded under the sea—and gave birth to an island.

The newest earth on Earth arrived with no warning. The area around it was dotted with ancient islands that were known to be volcanic in origin, but it had been six thousand years or more since the last eruption here. When ash and rock and cinder began to spew violently up from the sea, creating a plume of smoke eight times taller than the Empire State Building, all Iceland watched in mild surprise. As these materials settled back down into the sea, however, the base of the volcano grew wider on the ocean floor . . . and its top grew taller. Eventually that top pushed right up and out of the ocean. By the morning of November 15, pilots flying over the area could see land where none had existed before.

The eruption became international news. Like most people on the planet, Erling read about it in his local paper. Unlike most people, he could actually take in the drama from his house. The eruption cloud eventually stretched high enough to be seen in the town of Hafnarfjörður, and Erling watched it from his bathroom window.
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To get a sense of the size and scale of the eruption, note the fishing boat in the foreground of this photo, which was taken on November 19, 1963.
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One month later, a small but expanding island was clearly visible, as seen in this photo. Other islands in the Westman archipelago can be seen in the background of this image.
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The eruption that formed Surtsey was both violent and beautiful. In this image, captured on December 1, 1963, lightning scorches the sky above the island.




 

“I could see smoke over the mountains to the southeast. I would stand by that window for long periods of time, watching nothing happening. It was just a stable smoke column, with no movement,” Erling remembers. “But there was something about it.”

Witnesses closer to the volcano and the new island reported that the eruptions were violent but made little noise. That’s because seawater was constantly flooding the volcano’s crater, cooling its molten, or liquified, insides and muffling its angry explosions. An endless spray of lava bombs—solidifying lumps of lava thrown up from the heart of the volcano—rained down over the area, however, punctuating the strange quiet with sizzling saltwater splashes.

“When darkness fell,” wrote one observer, “the entire cone glowed with bombs, which rolled down the slopes into the white surf. Lightning ripped the eruption cloud with purplish bolts, and thunder cracked above our heads.”

The volcano was eventually named for the Icelandic god of fire, Surtur. The island it produced was called Surtsey (SURTS-ay), which means “Surtur’s island” in Icelandic. Over the next three years, additional vents opened in the undersea ridge around Surtsey. Each new volcano spewed more ash, cinder, rock, and steam. Twice more, islands were formed, but they were tiny compared with Surtsey, and the sea quickly swallowed them again.

Young volcanic islands, being piles of ash and cinder and rock (geologists call the mix tephra) are quite fragile. Tephra is easily lifted up into the wind and carried away, and what isn’t blown away is washed away by waves.

If, however, a volcanic island grows large enough, and if its volcano keeps supplying more and more tephra, it can survive the waves and the wind. This is what happened with Surtsey. The volcano spewed ash and cinder and rocks, which built the island up. The Atlantic threw waves of seawater that washed the island away. Surtur responded with still more tephra.

Scientists watched this battle closely. When a second volcano belched to life—adding even more ash, cinder, and rock—the island grew more quickly. Surtsey was soon so big that waves couldn’t reach the craters of Surtur or the new volcano, Surtungur. No longer muffled by the sea, the eruptions grew loud. At the same time, the two volcanic craters began to fill with molten lava.

In April 1964, five months after the initial eruption, molten lava pushed up and over the crater walls for the first time, slowly flowing down the outside of those walls and blanketing the southern part of the island.

“Those of us who witnessed the scene from the air could hardly contain our fascination,” wrote one Icelandic geologist. “We had never before seen a fountain of such ravishing beauty—and now the future of the island was ensured.”

Ensured because—unlike delicate tephra—lava, when cooled, hardens into a solid rocklike substance that is much more resistant to the pounding of ocean waves. As the southern end of Surtsey was coated in lava, the tephra foundation beneath was protected. The island would survive, at least for a while.

 

From the moment its shores popped out of the sea, people were drawn to Surtsey. When the island was only three months old and still erupting, a team of scientists and reporters made one of the earliest landings. They arrived in a large ship, which was anchored offshore while the team set out for Surtsey in inflatable rubber boats called dinghies. The sea was rough, and the dinghies capsized. Cameras and other equipment were lost forever and, in the words of one of the scientists, “everyone got a ducking” Believe it or not, that was the
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Sizing Up Surtsey
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