Trip Report for Reykjavik (Iceland) Marathon

August 16-20, 2007
It all began, as I recall, with running-partner-BFF-Maricar’s excitement about soaking in the Blue Lagoon after a marathon.  Anybody who knows her will not be surprised that she was the impetus for the trip and/or that I ended up going without her.  She got me going, which got Jackie going, and then Lynora, and finally the mothers of each.  (She’s on her way to Bermuda!  The tour was booked through Marathon Tours many months before.     
Icelandair is known for their stopovers on the way to Europe.  It’s only 4-5 hours flight time.  For those who didn’t stay a few days, perhaps they should.  For a marathon, this trip was next to perfect:  

· Cool weather of 40-50 degrees Fahrenheit in August while New York City is sweltering in 95 degree impossible-to-run-in humidity.  

· Interesting scenery for nature lovers.  

· Culture and museums for the art and history buffs. 
· The cleanest air imaginable since the entire city is heated with geothermal energy and surrounded by ocean.  
· Northern Lights might be visible and the sunsets are magnificent.   

· Small and confined area that’s easy to get around in a few days.  

· Inexpensive flights.  

· Marathon entry fee is low and gives a lot for the money.  
· Foreign yet conveniently comfortable and easy.  

· Walk to the start and finish in a small but excellent supported marathon. 
· Company of serious marathoners who know how to travel.   

· The Blue Lagoon!  Sitting and soaking in a natural wonder!  

If there are any negatives, the only one I can think of is that food prices are wildly expensive.  

Getting there meant a drive to JFK.  I’d considered flying through Boston to avoid JFK but alas, it was easy, without traffic, parking was on the outer edges, a monorail easily serviced all terminals, and terminal number 7 was updated.  All of which I’d found while going through JFK to Budapest too.  Arriving in Reykjavik the next morning was a bit less smooth but only because the tour company insisted on collecting from three flights to fill one bus and one flight was late.  We arrived at 6:20am and hung around the bus until maybe 8am before a 45 minute drive into town.  It is a surprise that the airport is built far outside town.  
Tours:   The package included two tours and both were excellent.  Our tour guide for four days gave us an overview during our bus ride from the airport and talked nearly non-stop on the full day tour.  In addition, I took two walking tours on my own, plus one boat excursion to see the puffins, plus numerous extra city sites.  A jeep tour had been on the list but it was 10 hours and there wasn’t sufficient time to do everything so the long and rough ride was dropped knowing we’d be out in the valley on the day-long tour anyway.  
· A city tour was a combination of bus and walking, centering on an introduction to this, the world's most northerly capital.  We were in the land of sometimes 22 hours of daylight, but sometimes only 2 hours of dreary daylight.  Sights of this tour included the Asmundur Sveinsson sculpture museum, Hofdi House (site of the Reagan/Gorbachev Summit), the Pearl (where there’s a dome viewing platform in the middle of 5 huge tanks storing geothermal hot water), the Hallsgrimma Church (their only monumental building), and to the modern swimming facility at Laugardalur valley.  

· Full day Golden Circle tour of the Icelandic countryside to explore the country's natural wonders.  First a stop at Thingvellir National Park, a UNESCO Heritage Site and the only one in Iceland, where Alpingi, the worlds oldest parliament met, founded in 930AD.  This geologically unique area is where the tectonic plates between America and Europe meet and are slowly drifting apart.  Next to Gullfuss, known as Golden Falls, a magnificent waterfall, considered by many to be Iceland’s finest waterfall.  (I feel blessed to realize that I’ll see Niagara Falls just one week later.)  After Gullfoss (where we had lunch) we traveled to a nearby geothermal area around the incredible spouting hot springs of visit Geysir and Strokkur from where the word "geysir" comes from.  Next was Kerio, a lake-filled extinct volcanic crater, and I was so cold that I hardly cared what was there, taking a couple pictures and running back to the bus.  Then to Hveragerdi where harnessed geothermal power warms greenhouses nurturing fruits and vegetables under glass.  The most famous of our stops was the last two hours of the trip: the warm soothing waters of the Blue Lagoon hot springs, a world famous hot springs.  This stop will be memorable for me much because it’s so typical of Iceland and unique for us.  
· Welcome Walk tour was through the city center, focusing on Icelandic culture, history, dining, shopping and entertaining.  We learned some of the history of the city from the perspective of a lovely young and vivacious teacher.   

· Afternoon Walk tour was also in the city center and focused on it being famous for having one of Iceland’s largest settlements of elves, dwarves and other mystical beings, which (translating from the Icelandic) are collectively called “Hidden Folk.”  Centuries-old folklore has it that whole clans of such beings reside in rocks and areas around the town.  I am convinced that many locals believe and I even remember an article from one of our newspapers about the huge rock that could not be moved by any road equipment and every attempt failed until the Hidden People were convinced to move elsewhere and then the rock was able to be moved.  We heard from others that roads are now bypassed around the villages of Hidden People.   

· A boat trip to a local island to see what was probably the last few days of the Puffins before they flew off for their 9 month ocean flight.  (They might be in danger since there was little nesting this year.)  Puffin was one delicacy that we never ate though others on our trip did.  

· A historical musical instrument concert and lecture (in Icelandic) at the Settlement Museum.  

· A tour and concert rehearsal in their major church.   

Food was more of a challenge than finding things to do and/or booking tours.  Not a single price made the slightest sense.  I had to double check the location of the decimal point when I’d read a menu and find a main course anywhere from $43 to $75.  Our eating style (and budget) might not suit everyone but I suspect that even my gourmet-loving husband would have resorted to some of our methods.   Lynora and her mother Carol treated themselves after a marathon finish plus Carol’s birthday by booking a famous restaurant and trying virtually ever specialty on the menu.  I’m sure the bill was the national debt.  How we ate, listed from best to worse, or maybe best to cheapest:  
· The hotel included a large buffet breakfast each day.  We’d stock up and cart away a small sandwich, a yogurt, a boiled egg, and a large handful of granola.  

· The tour included the first day’s luncheon at a lovely restaurant off the pedestrian shopping street.  Apotek Restaurant on Austurstraeti Street fed us an odd mushroom miso soup and a fish dish over pearl barley.  It was light but we were soon to more appreciate it as we realized how pricey it must have been.  

· Many people spoke lovingly of the old fish house located at the docks where you’d eat on picnic tables and the serving was a choice of skewered meats and/or lobster soup.  I have mixed emotions about whether the recommendation was because it was so cheap or because it was good.  About $36.  
· The last night we splurged for the fish buffet of all-you-can-eat.  It was even more of a splurge to add a glass of wine.  I can’t say it was very good but for $70, it was reasonable for this city.  Cocktails are anywhere from $11 to $20.  This buffet afforded us the opportunity to try sheep’s head, whale meat, various types of lamb including their smoked dish for the holidays, many unknown varieties of fish, nearly raw shrimp and langoustines.  
·  A local 24/7 grocery store had a deli buffet counter with all-you-can-fill containers for about $7.  We picnicked at the local park at least three times.
· Jackie and I both brought food from home including peanut butter, power bars, crackers, veggies and nuts.  We might have brought more had we understood the prices. 
We missed sampling puffin which is said to be like liver.  My favorite was Skype, something different than yogurt but even better.  Maybe it is curdled milk similar to a Greek yogurt.  I’d like to find it again.  We finally tried their wind-dried fish and it was the only thing we didn’t like.  The only alcohol we consumed was a light local beer of 2.5% at the fish restaurant, a shared beer at the Blue Lagoon and a glass of wine the last night.  You might ask why the prices are so high?  I can surmise that it’s a combination of import costs, scale since they are such a small community, 24.5% tax that’s already included, as well as tipping which is NOT done.  
Oddly, the locals do a pub crawl that evades us how their bodies handle it or how they can afford it.  With a longer life span than I’ve ever heard of 83 years, how can they get by with drinking all night and into the morning.  The day after Culture Night, Jackie saw hangers-on out at 6am.  Our tour guides all admit that they get absolutely snookered and that it’s a national pastime especially in the winter with depression from the lack of sun.  
Our hotel was fortunately the upgraded Reykjavik Centrum on the oldest street in the city, Aoalstraeti.  Next door and underneath was a new “settlement museum” because while building the hotel (only completed last year) they found an early Viking home and retained all they could.  Our hotel was comprised of parts of the ancient building and three other buildings.  
From their website: Hotel Reykjavik Centrum is a new 4-star hotel in the heart of the city. It is located on one of Reykjavik’s oldest streets in a newly renovated building, the oldest part of which was built in 1764. On each side of it, new buildings have been constructed in the likeness of their historic predecessors Fjalakötturinn and Uppsalir. The hotel spreads over all three buildings, and is designed in the style found in Reykjavík around 1900.  During its construction, the remains of a Viking longhouse from the Settlement Period were found. In 2006 an attractive exhibition centre opened under the hotel, where the longhouse’s remains are displayed together with related exhibits. Among the finds excavated at the site were Iceland’s oldest human remains, dating from approximately 870 AD. [image: image1.jpg]


  The hotel has 89 rooms, each fitted with modern amenities, such as satellite TV, telephone, Internet access, mini-bar, radio, iron and board, hair dryer, safe and tea & coffee set.  All rooms have en-suite bathroom.  Hotel Reykjavík Centrum is in the heart of a buzzing city.  We take pride in affording our guests the opportunity to experience a real Reykjavík atmosphere in historic buildings in the old city centre. This experience is brought home perfectly by a visit to the Fjalaköttur restaurant, which specializes in traditional Icelandic dishes made from selected Icelandic materials. You can also relax at the hotel’s cozy bar & café.  Reykjavik city centre teems with life from morning to night, so there is always bustling activity and attractions nearby.  Shops, restaurants, cafés and clubs are within walking distance, as are museums and other cultural centres. 

Jackie is an excellent roommate, so much so that I often felt guilty.  She’d get up early and never make a sound or even turn on the light and I’d only hear her when she returned from her run.  She kept everything in her suitcase whereas I’d be strung all over.  She could sleep through anything and often did, falling asleep sitting up with a magazine in her hands and stay that way for hours without moving.  Amazingly, this description would fit Maricar too.  How could I be so lucky?  The only better roommate might be Tom, but the girls are surely better roommates for marathons!   
The race:  The Marathon was the impetuous for the trip but it felt secondary.  No matter, it was next to perfect and full of all pleasant and unexpected surprises.  We picked up our race number at the super modern Laudardalsholl (Sports Hall) a 45 minute walk from the hotel.  (This walk was following a morning walk and a 2-hour afternoon walking tour.)  The pasta party was totally free and included all the chocolate you could eat (or fill up your pockets.)  The give-away shirt was red, high tech and well-designed with white sneaker footprints and a red buff headgear was well received.  The Expo was very small but considering the small numbers of participants, it’s no wonder.  (Maybe 490 marathoners and 1140 half marathoners plus 10Ks and kids races.)  The start was about 2 minutes from the hotel and my early start (for those expecting to finish in over 5 hours) contained not much more than a handful of people.  I’m embarrassed to say it was mainly the charity runners, a couple wheelchairs pushers and the old folks and I’d be even more embarrassed to admit that I finished with those old folks, except that I’m very grateful just to be out there and doing it at all.    
The course for the marathon was basically the perimeter of Reykjavik which juts out almost as an island itself.  We were together with the half marathoners for the first 18.5K when they split.  The 10K race was the first 10K part of the course. The course went westward out of the city center for about 3 km and then turned eastward along the seashore with a beautiful view of the mountains north of Reykjavik.  After about 15 km the course turned again west and wound through the city center to completing the loop. The course was said to be 60% flat and 40%.  Some of those “rolling” caused most folks to walk.  There were continual surprises including parks, the zoo, over wooden bridges, a major waterfall and streams, through a shipyard, running alongside a giant cruise ship ready to dock, by the backyards of plain little houses as well as mansions, and by garden plots where locals were picking lettuces.  The best part was that the course was rarely away from sight of the water and most of the time right at water’s edge, including a view of the glacier.  
A calling card is the average temperatures ranging between 40 and 50 degrees Fahrenheit while our home area burned with heat and humidity.  But I think we were all caught by surprise at the unusual warmth while we were mostly dressed for the cold and wind that we’d experienced the days before.  There were many runners with cramps which I suspect had to do with dehydration.  Jackie had made the tough decision the day before to do the walking tours knowing that it would hurt her race time.  I was proud of her because it’s hard for her not to need to PR.  She did exceptionally well no matter but she too cramped and slowed at the end yet still managed a 3:30.  I wasn’t sure what my sore hips meant so I walked the last half but still finished within close to my average time around 5:30.  
The entry fee was only 40 Euros, and the medal was decent.  The race package included a red Buff Headgear which many in Iceland wear.  Food on the course was limited to Powerade, cola, and bananas.  After the race only chocolate bars and bananas were available so I didn’t hesitate to eat my weight in chocolate and took some home.  The Champion Chip was disposable but they were recycling for those who wanted.  Race evening was their Cultural Festival with at least 100,000 attending and samples of food were said to be available on the streets.  We didn’t find very much of it and even had trouble finding a beer (for carbo loading of course.)  Fireworks didn’t start until 11pm because it doesn’t get dark until then.  I wandered out to the balcony to see part of them.  (Where I also stood in PJs the next night when there was a possibility of Northern Lights.)  

Souvenirs?   I don’t think so!  Yet despite the prices I couldn’t pass up a little Puffin silver charm for my marathon bracelet, plus a couple picture books, but other than a Blue Lagoon shirt, our suitcases didn’t suffer the weight of shopping.  Jackie bought a shirt and sweat shirt at the University book store and her parents gifted her with a silver Puffin charm.   
Homecoming - sweeter than usual.  I was gone much of the month of July and into August and had only been home a few days before departing to Iceland.  Fortunately my next trip, though only days away, is with Tom to Niagara-on-the-Lake in Canada for bike riding, wine region touring and dining.  We are staying in a lovely place we enjoyed a couple years ago called the Harbor House and Tom has arranged for show tickets for this, the home of the George Bernard Shaw Festival.  We then travel to the Riviera and Paris for September.  Together again!  
Blue Lagoon misc info from websites: 
This unique geothermal spa is surrounded by a lava field and black sandy beaches. Bathing in this surreal environment is a unique experience no one should miss and will be one of the highlights of your visit to Iceland.  
It was hard to decide how to define the Blue Lagoon. I chose "Natural Wonders" because when you boil everything down, the Blue Lagoon pretty much made itself. The Blue Lagoon is not some tropical location where you will find Brooke Shields.  It is a pool of water that sits above one of the many geothermal regions of Iceland.  Some of the microorganisms in the pools make the water not only warm but great for the skin. 

Upon entering the lagoon and changing, there is a map of the whole lagoon.  The map is used to display the temperature in various regions of the "pool."  I've seen temperatures in the 90s (F), and considering the outside air temperature of the country never seems to get much higher than 50 degrees (F), it feels darn nice. 

There are various places to sit, on the rocks or on man-made seats and ledges throughout the pool. There are a few of inside areas (one where you enter the pool, a little cave-like structure not too far off, and a sauna area); all seem to be man-made. 

One of the big attractions seems to be finding silica mud.  Some is naturally growing on the rocks, but the easiest thing to do is find one of the buckets around the pool. This "mud" (actually those microorganisms I was mentioning earlier), is great for skin, and people apply it all over their faces and bodies.  It seems like you are supposed to leave it where applied until it hardens; then you can wash it off with lagoon water. 

Right outside the lagoon is a rock face you can climb for excellent views of the surrounding land, the lagoon itself, and the nearby power plant, which harvests the same geothermal energy the lagoon thrives on. You don't, however, have to brave the cold to get the view in; you can climb up there once you're dressed. 

There is a cafeteria area as well as a rather pricey-looking restaurant.  There is a shop full of Blue Lagoon souvenirs and body lotions.  The Spa itself is rather high tech with electronic bracelets controlling your entry, lockers, costs and departure.  
Misc notes and/or facts: 

· Tips are not expected in Iceland. 

· Sales taxes are 7 to 25%.    
· Iceland has mostly middle class and everyone pays a flat 35% income tax.  

· School is free for everyone. 

· Per Capita income is higher than other European countries.  

· Students studying abroad almost always return home.   

· Puffins mate for life, live about 30 years, only have one baby, dig 2 caves as nests with the 2nd ‘room’ for their toilet, are smaller than expected, fly for 9 months of the year, have teeth, small wings so they skim the water as they start their flight, can dive as deep as 90 meters, can hold dozens of fish in their colorful beaks.  All Puffins are in Iceland?  
· From upper Iceland, you can touch the Arctic Circle.  

· In the National Park, you can put one foot on the American plate and another on the European plate.  

· Iceland doesn’t have ABCs (another-bloody-church/castle) like in Europe.  Nor do they have old architectural gems.  This is in part because their early buildings were made of dirt and turf which wash away after 100 years.  Their lava stone is too porous for buildings.  

· The Norwegian Vikings settled Iceland but DNA now exposes a large Ireland heritage derived from early women slaves.  

· Their active volcano last spouted in 2000.  We saw a film at the National Museum of the 1973 disaster.  One eruption’s ash had covered Europe and caused famine.  

· Icelanders believe in the Hidden People, the pagan cult is growing, and even their maps show where the ghosts and trolls reside.  We saw and touched a huge rock that had been in international papers for being haunted by the Hidden People and unable to be moved by the most serious of construction crews.  Roads now by-pass the homes of the Hidden People.  

· There was only one smallish Catholic Church.  Lutheran is the predominate religion.  

Reykjavík Marathon:
Svava Oddný Ásgeirsdóttir, Race Manager

Engjavegi 6 - 104 Reykjavík – Iceland - tel. 354-5353 702

e-mail: marathon@marathon.is or www.marathon.is

Participants:
Diana
Jackie Sienkiewicz (NJ), who ran about a half hour slower than her usual or intended but in part because she chose touring instead of resting.  Locals spoke Icelandic to this striking blonde gal, but English to me.  

Jackie’s parents Elaine and Robert Sienkiewicz (NJ) who did not participate in the marathon but sure got around a lot.  Both are from the teaching profession coincidentally.  .  

Lynora McPeters (FL), a gorgeous and tiny mid-30s redhead who I worked with in West Palm Beach and who had just climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro last month.  She ran the half in a decent 2:30 time frame but was disappointed that her knees bothered her.  Isn’t it interesting how we all want to go faster, and yet we love seeing the sights as we go?  

Carol Jones, cjonesces@hotmail.com (TN), mother of Lynora, a lovely just retired school teacher who was celebrating her birthday on the trip.  The parents did not partake of the runs.   

Norma J. Walker, 2351 Mt. Hebron Drive, Elliott City, MD 21042, 410 461 8678,    normawalker@comcast.net.  Normal made a BQ at Reykjavik! – 50-55 range and is considering running the JFK 50 in Sep ’08.   

Mark Mandrake (NYC area) not on tour but has traveled with other Marathon Tours.  He ran the day before the marathon by the black sand beach and fell in, soaking his only sneakers.  His next marathon is Istanbul and has been to more country’s marathons than I can find on the map.  Maybe 35-40 and ran a 4 hour marathon which was by far his slowest.  
Anthony Russo, a youngish 30-35, international marathon traveler and sub 3 hour.  I joked that he came out to the finish line for me, a long time after HIS finish.  

Jerry Lopez, my age, who I ran with the first 1/3 of the course and who was on his 40th marathon and had run 39 ultras.  He finished before 6 hours, within his range, as it was his 9th marathon of the year.  He is a retired military and retired special forces and now works for our government on special security projects and is residing in Berlin currently though his home is in Napa.  He runs unusual international marathons.  He’s lost his wife to a slow cancer a year ago.  

Next?  My next marathon is sooooo far away!  And so unexciting as compared to many of those on the Marathon Tours bus.  Chicago early October, a half in Detroit mid October and Marine Corps late October with a final celebration of 7 and 7 in ’07 at Vegas in December.  I’m working up the courage to do the JFK 50 mile ultra in MD in September ’08 and would commit were it not for an interest in going to Berlin over the same time frame.   
Later and from Jackie:  Iceland is an amazing country! Still can't believe I was really there. All the people are friendly, very tall, and very blonde (the 3 things I like people to be...jk).  They don't make such a big fuss over the marathon. They had about 2,000 participants for the marathon, half marathon, and 10k combined. To give perspective, the NJ marathon had 5,000 participants last April and anticipates 7,000 this year.   But, the course was absolutely breathtaking! We ran by water most of the time and were in view of sweeping mountains and glaciers the whole way. The temperature held out and I think I was even over-dressed in a long sleeve shirt and shorts.  Ended up cramping up a great deal at the end because of loss of sodium and a dip in blood sugar.  By the grace of God, however, two very small very blonde Icelandic children were giving out Coke at one of the last fluid stations and although this doesn't sound like anything you'd want to drink during a race, it's a miracle when you have nothing left in the system to go on.   My friend Diana, whom many of you know, also finished with a smile on her face (and a handsome fast boy, to escort her back to the hotel after the finish) and just as I was about to feel the slightest bit sorry for myself that I didn't top my Boston performance, she said "Aren't we lucky?!"  From then on, any mood dampening thoughts we gone and I all I could muster to answer was YES!  

