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The old volcano
and the sea
It’s about as remote as it gets: a volcanic island, deep in Norway’s
Arctic territory. As skiable mountains go, this is out there…
WORDS AND PHOTOS ANDREAS HOFER

O

ut of dense fog the island emerged with the
certainty of a dream – perhaps not real, but
beyond dispute. We were 71°N and 8.3°W,
550 miles north of Iceland and approximately the
same distance to Greenland in the west. Since having
left Iceland a week earlier we’d seen nothing but the
leaden sea, churned by gale-force winds. Day and
night the monotonous same, as the sun, dim as it was,
never sets in the Arctic summer.
We looked at a raven-black beach, littered with whale
bones. The hills beyond were fluorescent green. Shortening
sails we dropped anchor in the Bay of Walrus – the end of
a long journey with all the suspense of a new beginning.
It had all started a couple of years earlier when peering
over the map of the Arctic in search of skiable mountains.
I spotted Jan Mayen for the first time, a tiny speck of an
island surrounded by drift ice. To reach it and to scale its
Beerenberg volcano (2,277m) proved more challenging
than anything I had done before.
Politically, if not geographically, Jan Mayen is
Norwegian territory. There are ruins of 17th century
whaling stations, two Nazi-Germany Condor bombers
rotting in the hills, and a few tombstones of fox hunters
from the 19th century.
The old weather station from 1920 is still there, debris
from the Austro-Hungarian Polar Expedition of 1882
scattered about. Today, Norway maintains a small
garrison of military personal and support staff. It is a
nature reserve too, the breeding place of large colonies
of fulmars, guillemots and puffins.
Initially, I wanted to charter a small plane or a
helicopter in Iceland to reach Jan Mayen. The Icelandic
pilot was happy to oblige, but pointed out that I should
obtain a landing permit first and the permission to stay
overnight in the barracks. I suggested this by email to
the military commander of the island in most polite
terms. The answer came swift, if slightly baffling: “To
come by plane is forbidden. You are only allowed to come
by boat and only in exceptional circumstances. You will
need the permit of the military commander of the
island.” Signed the military commander of Jan Mayen…
Was he mocking me? Or just Norwegian?

Next, through the help of a friend, an email was sent to
Crown Prince Haakon of Norway, an avid skier. His reply
was prompt: “To organise a skiing trip to Jan Mayen is
probably too difficult. I suggest contacting the military
commander of the island, who can issue permits.”
Attempts to get on one of the Hercules support planes
from Svalbard failed too. To hike 20 miles over soggy,
volcanic ashes with skis and boots tied to the rucksack,
to then scale 2,300 vertical metres and return to the
landing strip in time for the waiting plane, all within a
couple of hours, was not realistic.

READY, SET, SAIL

Finally I found Siggi. Sigurdur Jonsson is, like all
Icelanders, a character. He sports a wild, red beard, is a
passionate skier and sailor and, 15 years back, he’d met
with Sir Robin Knox-Johnston, the first man who
singlehandedly circumnavigated the globe on his racing
boat Antiope. When Sir Robin came to Iceland on a stop
over from Greenland, Siggi persuaded him, after a few
pints of beer, to sell the boat. This is when Aurora Arktika
came into operation, offering ski touring trips to the
fjords of Iceland. As it turned out, Siggi has been on
Jan Mayen many times, even guiding skiing trips to the
Beerenberg volcano.
He was willing to take me there too, but cautioned:
“The weather is fickle. It is rough sailing, with storms of
typically eight Beaufort and more. Once you reach the
island, it’s not sure if the heave will allow you to go on
land in the inflatable dinghies. We’re not allowed to stay
in the barracks, we have to stay in tents on the beach,
and it’s a long hike to the mountain. The glacier rarely
sees clear weather and you may never reach the summit.”
The landing permit, apparently, was child’s play for him.
The Aurora, formerly Antiope, sleeps 12 in bunk beds,
with belts to make sure you stay in bed when the sea is
rough. It has a fully functioning kitchen, a desalination
plant for water making, a loo-cum-shower and enough
provisions to survive an Arctic winter. And it is tiny.
On 22 May, my Austrian mountain guide Georg
‘Schorsch’ Schiechl, my friend Robert Farquharson who
is a lifelong member of the Ski Club, Vassily Vorobiev, a
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Russian student who I had taken on because he was
willing to pay for half of the hefty charter, and I were
taken from Ísafjörður airport on the north-western tip
of Iceland to the yacht.
When I saw the jumble of bags and gear piled on the
gently rocking landing stage, I had first doubts about
the sanity of our venture.
Other than Robert, who is a keen sailor, I am not used
to the concept of living day and night at a wind-forced
angle of 45° in the belly of a shying, wooden horse.
Simple things like throwing up or sitting put on the loo
proved challenging, to put it mildly.
Siggi, wisely, had waved us goodbye at the pier, leaving
us in the care of his skipper Vidar Kristinsson, sailor
Olafur 'Oli' Kolbeinn and Hayat Mokhenache, a female
skipper from Algeria. They would sail day and night,
portholes bolted, in four-hour-shifts, through 10-metre
high breakers.

2,300M OF GLORY

Sighting, after seven days at sea, the black beach,
obfuscated by heavy rain, our courage wilted. The sea
was still heaving dangerously. Vidar, who had already
let the Zodiac to the water, started to load our tents and
waterproof bags onto the boat.
He declared calmly: “Guys, the next storm is coming
in and this could be our last chance to get you on land.
You will be stuck on anchor for at least two days. By then
we will have to start our return journey.”
Vassily was the first to risk the passage, with most of
our stuff, sitting astride the skis. With trepidation we
saw them approaching the beach. A huge wave lifted
them up and capsized the boat, catapulting Vassily
into the water with our bags and skis incongruously
floating about.
For Robert this was too much to stomach. He would
stay on board. Vidar was now ferrying Schorsch and me
on shore. We managed to jump onto the beach, pulling

the boat frantically into safety. In miserable weather the
tents were erected. Vassily was soaking wet.
I looked out of my tent to the bay where the boat
was now pulling on the anchor chain like a rabid animal,
lifted almost vertically out of the water to disappear
again in an abyss of violent foam.
At five in the morning a military Jeep stopped with
screeching brakes between our tents. A burly, jovial man
with a mighty moustache climbed out with a broad grin:
“You must be Andreas Hofer? I am the military
commander of the island. Your friend Cato from the
Ministry of Defence in Oslo informed me of your
planned visit. I am at your service.”
No carrying of skis. No tedious hike over the island.
The commander drove us right to the foot of the
mountain. When the Jeep swayed along the dirt road
over the ridge sheltering our bay, the view took our
breath away. Here she was. What a beauty. Beerenberg,
her vast glaciers glistening alluringly, was rearing her
incredibly white head majestically into a ring of clouds.
When we started our ascent, the fog seemed
impenetrable. We had to feel our way in blindness.
Direction: uphill. The GPS agreed.
After approximately three hours, the mist lifted and
the sun broke through. In front of us lay pristine white
glacier landscapes, serrated by crevasses fanning out
over the ever steeper volcano.
Finally, we stood at the cauldron and saw the whole
island sharply mapped out beneath: green moss, blue
sea, black beaches and, on the other side of the island,
our tiny boat.
It is an incomparable feeling to ski 2,300 vertical
metres on virgin snow, knowing that only very few have
done so before. When we skied up to the waiting Jeep
on the beach, bad weather started to move in and we
had to rush to the tents, where Vidar was waiting with
the Zodiac to take us home – just in time for a torturous
passage back to normality.
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 The Aurora,
formerly Sir
Robin’s Antiope,
sleeps 12 in bunk
beds – with belts
to ensure you
stay in said beds
when things
get choppy
 Beerenberg:

the ice-covered
sculpture of
many a volcanic
eruption
 Ski tours don’t

come any wilder
(or wetter)
than this…

Factfile

The skiing trip to Jan Mayen
island was organised by
Aurora Arktika (aurora-arktika.com,
info@aurora-arktika.com). Flights to
Ísafjörður, Iceland, are offered by
Iceland Air (icelandair.com) via Dublin
and Reykjavik for approximately
£500. Visit iceland.nordic
visitor.com

NORWAY’S BEST SKI RESORTS
Because skiing in Norway isn’t all about hiking remote
island volcanos…
Oslo Vinterpark
Lifts 11 / pistes 18
Why go? It is just 30 minutes’ train ride from Oslo, so for a city break
weekend it’s an ideal day out before heading back to the capital for unlimited
après-ski options. The majority of the runs are reds and blues. There are two
black runs, plus some off-piste lines, but it’s still more of a fun day out rather
than shred heaven. There’s a big snow park and for fitness-types there are
2,000km of Nordic ski tracks. Visit oslovinterpark.no
Trysil
Lifts 31 / pistes 68
Why go? It is the largest resort in Norway and one of the oldest. Set on three
sides of 1,132m Trysilfjellet, this conical mountain offers stunning views and is
ideal for families or mixed ability groups, with everything from gentle
beginner slopes to challenging black runs. Only two hours north of Oslo, Trysil
offers up plenty of other winter activities from dog sledding to ice-fishing, as
well as over 30 cafés and restaurants, some with live music. Visit skistar.com
Lillehammer
Lifts 18 / pistes 42
Why go? It is best known as the venue for the 1994 Winter Olympics,
but the main alpine skiing area is a 15-minute drive away in Hjafell.
The pistes range from beginner to expert, and an off-piste a guide will show
you Hjafell’s excellent backcountry terrain. For 100kph thrills, climb into the
‘bobraft’ at nearby Hunderfossen’s Olympic bobsleigh track. In Lillehammer
you can also go Nordic skiing on the 450km surrounding track network.
Visit en.lillehammer.com
Geilo
Lifts 22 / pistes 45
Why go? It is one of Norway’s best resorts for families, with an excellent
set up for beginners looking for a quiet, family-friendly place to learn to ski.
It’s a beautiful location, bordering Hardangervidda National Park, teeming
with reindeer and other Arctic wildlife. The ski area is split between two sides
of a valley, connected by bus. There’s a large terrain park for youngsters, and
gladed off-piste areas await you on powder days. Visit skigeilo.no
Hemsedal
Lifts 24 / pistes 52
Why go? With some of the steepest ski resort terrain in Norway, it has been
tagged the ‘Chamonix of the north’, attracting freeriders to its many off-piste
lines; and with five terrain parks, some serious freestylers too. With three
nightclubs, Hemsedal has a reputation as a weekend and holidays party
town, but don’t be put off if that sounds too hardcore: it also has Norway’s
biggest dedicated kids’ ski area, with quiet blue and green runs and few
lift queues. Visit skistar.com

SKI NORWAY WITH THE SKI CLUB
Freshtracks offers a four-night trip to Trysil from
27 February from £1,165, including four nights’
half-board at the Radisson Blu Resort, twin share,
return flights, transfers and four days’ social
skiing. Alternatively, the four-night Lillehammer
weekend from 19 March costs from £875,
including three nights’ full board at the
Hafjell Hotel, twin share, return flights, transfers
and four days’ social skiing. For more details
visit skiclub.co.uk/ski-club-holidays
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