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A giant sleeps
under this land
of ice and fire
A new museum reveals how a volcano almost
obliterated Heimaey island. By Tamara Hinson

‘S

ome people say God hours after the eruption, returning
created the world in two years later, married and expectsix days and rested on ing her first child. Her café, Vinaminni
the seventh,” Iceland’s Kaffihus, serves as a memorial to the
president, Olafur volcano. Each table tells the story of
Ragnar Grimsson, told the crowd a different family, with photos of their
that had gathered for the opening of houses before and after the eruption,
the Eldheimar Museum on the Ice- and their accounts of that fateful
landic island of Heimaey. “But I can’t night. On the ceiling, a mural depicts
help but suspect that he was simply a glowing lava pool, while aerial phoso fascinated by this place that he tos show the number of houses that
decided to keep on creating.”
were swallowed up by the lava and
I looked out of the window at the ash. Helga’s account of that night was
mountains of ash and solidified lava, both sobering and surreal. “As my
I could see what he meant. I’d trav- boat left the harbour, the fissure
elled to this five-square-mile opened up and flames burst into the
pyroclastic pile for the opening of sky,” she recalled. “The fissure
a museum that provides a dramatic extended into the ocean and I could
insight into how the events of 23 Jan- see lava glowing beneath the water.”
uary 1973 transformed Heimaey.
On a boat ride around the island,
It was around 1am when the Eld- we cruised past banks of ash sloping
fell volcano started to erupt. Lava down to the sea, while elsewhere,
sprayed into the air and a 5,250ft- the cliffs were riddled with caves. In
long fissure opened, spewing a wall places, the coastline had been
of fire. By sunrise, most of the 5,300 imprinted with a geometric pattern,
residents had been evacuated to as though the Giant’s Causeway had
the mainland, but over the follow- been airlifted from Northern Ireland
ing weeks a gargantuan flow of lava and stuck to the side of Heimaey. The
oozed out to the sea. Islanders pre- captain pointed out the island of
Eagle
vented it from blocking the harbour Surtsey, created by an earlier volby spraying seawater on to it, but canic eruption in 1963, before sailing
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‘As my boat left the harbour,
the fissure opened up and
flames burst into the sky’

Crossword p2 puff

Letters | social network | emails

‘A mural depicts a glowing
lava pool; photos show
houses swallowed up by ash’
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 estruction. At the museum’s heart
d
is the shell of a cottage buried under
the ash. It was one of the buildings
closest to the volcano and through
the windows, you can see lampshades
and furniture. Frozen waterfalls of
ash pour from windows and parts of
the building have been ripped apart,
leaving beams and wires exposed.
Interactive displays allow visitors to
relive the volcano’s destructive timeline, while black-and-white footage
shows islanders queuing to board
boats beneath a fiery sky.
Through the museum’s windows,
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Hotel Vestmannaeyjar,
Vestmannabraut 28, Heimaey,
Vestmannaeyjar (00 354 481 2900;
hotelvestmannaeyjar.is). Doubles
start at ISK21,900 (£115),
including breakfast
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Eldheimar Museum,
Sudurvegur/Gerdisbraut 10
(00 354 488 2000; eldheimar.is).
Open daily 11am-6pm; admission
ISK1,900 (£10).
Vinaminni Kaffihus, Vesturvegi 5
(vinaminnikaffi.is).
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Reykjavik (00 354 551 1440; hotel
Navigation
borg.is). Doubles start at ISK54,000
(£288), room only.
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Iceland tourist board:
visiticeland.com.

you glimpse the pyroclastic flows, a
reminder of Eldfell’s power. They’re
also a symbol of its recovery – locals
have since cultivated grass over the
igneous rock, now punctuated with
clusters of bright purple lupins.
Before the opening ceremony, I
bumped into the captain from the boat
tour, who told me with a smile that
everyone I spoke to would say they
were on the last boat to leave. Helga
Jonsdottir gave me a wave before taking to the stage to sing a melancholic
Icelandic folk song popular in 1973.
After the president’s speech, the former
owner of the excavated house told the
crowd how, she knew something was
wrong that night because the ravens
nesting outside her house flew away
long before the town’s fire engines
started honking their horns en masse
to alert islanders to the eruption.
I headed back with Helga to
Vinaminni Kaffihus for a coffee.
Groups of teenagers were crowded
around the tables. Underneath their
milkshakes and pizzas were the stories of neighbours, relatives and
family friends. “Another eruption is
inevitable, but I trust Mother Nature
– she’ll give us a warning,” Helga said
with a wry smile. Like other islanders, she’s grateful for the low death
toll and that Heimaey wasn’t completely destroyed. “We’re thankful
that we’ve been allowed to continue
living in such a beautiful place,” she
explained. “We came so close to this
island being uninhabitable.”

