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ADVENTURE

NMoon Rivers

lceland's out-oi-this-world glacier canoeing = By Larry Rice
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EXTRATERHESTEIAL WATEHRS: The firet descent of the Pidred Diver in Iecsland’s Eprengimndur regian

s T DESCEN TS of unknswn rivers are always unpredictable, buc
P in August 1994, when Martin Brown's crew made s lost recan
naissance af the sivers or the Sprengisandur — e Doge glaciers
narth af Beykjavik, leeland — things were positively .. mod. T wirs com-
pletely alien,” savs Brown, who has run more than his share of exolic nvers
It was the closest I've ever come wo extmateresinial conoemng;

“I'm rot casily impressad when scouting new nvers e savs, "hut this
Bhewe me away. From the air, the first nver looked like braids of mad Hoaw-
ing across the surface af the moon. The oiber sliced drough a hizame
octwash plain like something out of Read Wamrer © After paddling an
five continents | thought nothing could mval Alnca's Fambezior Canada's
fabled MNahanmi. Bur Brown, the 44-vearold owner of Sunrise Counry
Cance Expeditions, offzred a tip so unwsual that D would have taken out
3 second mortgage before missing i Forunately, getting to leeland from
the East Coast is as vasy as g 1o Los Angeles

Broswn had been hearing tales of leeland's unnavigated glacial rivers for
vears, but gleaning avcurate mformation about the area proved o be
problemauc. loelinders are very comiortable armind water” Brown savs,
Tt they'd pst a5 sonn go sky diving as river-ranning.”

Themn i 1993 Al Cadruandssan, an ex-dinlemat from Revkjavik, came
toa leam canoeing foom Brown on northerm Maines 5t Croix River, They
planned an lceland exploration tor the following yvear. Whart they found
b L opee e af the world's premier whitcwares cancoing adventures.

Rivaer Warriors

Ercwr and his assistant, bMike Manerson, joined Gudmundsson on a scoul
g trip of the Sprengisandur. [ The name mezns, literally, “exploding
homses"” according ta legerd, cutlaws who roamed the arctic desert here
would ride their narses until thev suddenly burst | The three used hght
awcsalt to bind put-ins as far upstrcam as possible on the Pidrsd amd the
Tungnas rivers at the limit of thelr navigability, After lying and driving
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1,500 miles in 56 haurs, they found what
they were looking for. Cre day later [
was part of the first group of paddlers 1o
appreciate their discovery

".:Ir!gi.nating from under Vatnaakull,
Eurape’s largest glacier, the 18 unnable
miles of the Tungnaa Brves vaned [rom
a maze ol mlerconnecting channels
only mches deep o well-defined Class |
rapids that skirted naked mountain
slopes. We ghded pasc calderas and
snowcapped peaks, and stapped o
investigate cecluded warerfalle and
luminous blue, dripping-wet e caves,
Tents were pitched amid expansive
moraines, alwave within view of the
lonming glacial cap. It was a visually
sumning scene but a liteless one. The
landscape was virtually devoic of vege-
tation and wildlife. Three davs akier
embarking, we reached the mke-out, a
valcanic erater lake a mile across, sur-
raunded hy rugzed moonscape covered
in Black cinder and ash.

Ohur next abjective was lezland's long-
est river, the Piorsa, a day's drive west
As with the Tungnad, the headwaters of the Pjarsd had never been
canaed. A few miles awwy, the hulking white mass of Holsjokoll Glacier
pravided stark contrast to the black lave badlands in the foregroud. In
the unpalluted haze-free air, the manochromatic colors were so mtense
they seemed almast unreal: shimmering miragss danced belore mir eves

Afrer we'd paddled only four mil=s an obstacle appeared that both aur
mape and the acrial reconnaissance had mssed- a two-mile stretch al
unrunnakle, boulder-laced rapids and back-wo back thundering waterlalls.
What lay beyvand, hidden by more winiding gorges, wis anyones guess.
Afrer a ouick vote, we docided w portage everything arcund the rapids.

It was a good move, We were greeled by Class 1 and 11 rapids that
plunged through a rough-walled muniature canyan Perbect polygonal
baszl: columns lined the chasm's walls, as iF hewn by tralls. As the day
wore on, the river grew deeper and wider, sprawling across 2 broad . dusky
valley flanked by Holsiokull Glacier Our all-terrain shuttle buggy,
dubbed the Lurar Bus, materialized atop 2 distant, desalate knoll waiting
to reburm us to Revkgavik — and, seemingly, Earth -]

Notes

ICELANDAIR (B00-223-0600) has a six-hour noratop flight to Eeflavik
Alrport, 30 miles southwest of Reykjavilk, from New York's JFE,
Bostan's Logan, and Baltimore/Washingron [niernational air-
poris, Fasspart required.

EUNRISE COUNTY CANOE EXPEDITIONS (B00-7d8-3720) is the
ane outfitter offering guided cance trips In Ieeland. Tours mun
frorn August 2 to 11 and 15 to 24; the all-inclusive price is about
82,000, Alr fares booked through SCCE cost 5742 round trip.

www.SunrisebExpeditions.com



