
ABOVE THE
ARCTIC CIRCLE

THE LOFOTEN ISLANDS, NORWAY

It was a gloomy morning as we set off for Henningsvaer,
a village known as “the Venice of the Lofotens"and a
climbers capital. Olly Sanders had taken Trys Burke and
myself there earlier in the week, just before the sea kayak
symposium, so I knew what to expect. Colourful wooden
cabins nestled on small rocky islands and it also had a
super café.  Liz, Sonja and myself, made good progress
and tied the boats up with the use of a tow line, located
the café and enjoyed the warmth of an enclosed log fire.
Who would think we were in August!

Below Left: Roger and Sonja at first camp; Middle: first cold day; Right: jelly fish.

The Southern islands and the northern coast are far more rugged, with steep cliffs,
committing coastline and amazing beaches

By Roger Chandler



That night we made it to a small island, having
come up between Gimsoya and Vestvagoy.  This
was important as we had made it through a tidal
channel and were in easy striking distance of
the north coast.  As we were setting up camp,
many gulls took to the air.  Looking up we saw
two large sea eagles and with a wing span of
around 2 metres,  they were an amazing site and
more like a couple of flying doors!

There’s no real easy way to get to the Lofoten
islands, they are a long way from anywhere, roughly
125 miles above the Artic circle.  A determined effort
is certainly required, with two flights and then a four
hour boat cruise from Bodo to Svolvær, although the
location of the Lofotens also contributes to their
charm and the adventure.  Due to the warm Gulf
Stream, Lofoten has a much milder climate than
other parts of the world at the same latitude, such as
Alaska and Greenland. The coastal climate in
Lofoten makes the winters mild and the summers
relatively cool. January and February are the coldest
months, with an average temperature of -1°C. July
and August are warmest with an average
temperature of 12°C.

We soon discovered the island was experiencing
the worst summer for 70 years, this explained the
cold temperatures and came as a relief.  At least
what we were experiencing was not the norm!  Four
days after the symposium and it was still grey and
cold, between 4-6°C, very different from what was
expected for this time of year and I was now waiting
for Sonja and Liz to arrive. Our plan was to attempt
a circumnavigation of the five main islands that
make up Lofoten, Austvagoy  Gimsoya, Vestvagoy,
Flakstadoya, and Moskensoya.  The Norwegians
pride themselves on their camping laws. Anybody is
allowed to camp anywhere out of sight of a house.
However, my concern and focus was the southern
tip of Moskensoya and talk of a Maelstrom or what
was known by Norwegians as the Moskstraumen.
This was a significant tidal phenomenon.

Maelstrom
The Maelstrom had inspired many authors, notably
Edgar Allan Poe and Jules Verne, their respective
"A Descent into the Maelstrom" and Twenty
Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.  Both I was
pleased to learn, portray it inaccurately as a single
massive whirlpool and a little exaggerated although
it did’nt take much for my imagination to get the
better of me, as I read an extract from Poe (1841).

“Do you hear any thing? Do you see any change in
the water?" ….we had caught no glimpse of the sea
until it had burst upon us from the summit. As the
old man spoke, I became aware of a loud and
gradually increasing sound, like the moaning of a
vast herd of buffaloes upon an American prairie; and
at the same moment I perceived that what seamen
term the chopping character of the ocean beneath
us, was rapidly changing into a current which set to
the eastward. Even while I gazed, this current
acquired a monstrous velocity. Each moment added
to its speed --to its headlong impetuosity. In five
minutes the whole sea, as far as Vurrgh, was lashed
into ungovernable fury; but it was between Moskoe
and the coast that the main uproar held its sway.
Here the vast bed of the waters, seamed and

scarred into a thousand conflicting channels, burst
suddenly into frensied convulsion --heaving, boiling,
hissing --gyrating in gigantic and innumerable
vortices, and all whirling and plunging on to the
eastward with a rapidity which water never
elsewhere assumes except in precipitous
descents…”. Great!

On meeting the girls, at Svolvær big smiles greeted
me. I soon discovered, they had been lucky in
getting on one of the large tour ships, the
Hurtigruten, which travel up and down the coastline
of Norway, and this one had saunas and swimming
pools.  What a hardship. We loaded up a mini bus
and had a short drive to where the kayaks were and
made a quick decision to pack the boats tonight and
then leave early in the morning. I had planned to get
to the north coast as quick as we could, due to a
forecast of light winds.  This meant that we would
circumnavigate the Lofotens in a figure of eight, so
that we would end up coming down the Raftunsford
channel, which was the north-east end of
Austvagoy.

The next couple of days went extremely well, the
sun came out; the sea state was fantastic with very
light winds and that allowed us all to settle into our
rhythms.  We came across many sea eagles seeing
twelve within an hour at one point. We had decided
to take one double kayak and a single and this set a
good pace for the single kayak to work to and also
allowed for a useful change in position.  The
southern islands and the northern coast are far
more rugged, with steep cliffs, committing coastline
and amazing beaches. I had been warned about a
couple of the beaches along this part of coast where
groups had landed and then been stranded by the
winds and dumping surf.

This was our third night and the first where we had
time to create a drift wood fire and really appreciate
were we where.  This for me was getting into the
rhythm of the sea, each other and our expedition.

Liz had also suggested when back in the UK, for
each of us to bring a couple of gifts out to share with
others.  Well my pre mixed gin and tonic travelled
very well and went down even better.

Sonja kept us all too Eskimo time, when the goings
good… keep going…  and although there is always
a fine balance, none of us wanted to get pinned
down on this exposed Northern coastline.  On
approaching the southern point of Moskenesoya, we
met three other kayakers who were aiming to paddle
around Moskenesoya, they had driven out with their
kayaks. They told us about a small pastry and
coffee shop in the first village of Å which sounded
great, but first we had the maelstrom to consider.
We were ahead of our time, so we decided to stop
and see if we could get a view of the maelstrom,
hoping this might give us an indication whether we
could attempt to eddy hop and climb up the tide race
or whether we would need to wait for the tide to
change.  The view from the top was amazing and
the sea on the other side was like a mirror.  We
decided to have lunch and then paddle around to
see if we could slip around.

I could see a narrow channel which looked like it
would go. Despite a quick flow against us, some
short bursts of hard paddling and making the most
of small eddies, we were through and on the
southern coast. This for me was a significant part of
the expedition, having completed the most exposed
part of the north coast and rounded the maelstrom,
successfully!

We started to look for a suitable camp.  This was
something that was exceptional about paddling out
here.  It never got dark with 24/7 day light, this
meant less stress about finding a camp or if we just
wanted to push on further. After a couple of days I
found I could also sleep OK, although I used my
neck gaiter to begin with to cover my eyes.  The
only real disadvantage was if you camped near any
sea birds they chattered all night.

Roger checking position



The next morning saw us arrive at Å and our first
contact with a village since Henningsvaer.  Å is at
the end of the road and is traditionally a fishing
village, specialising in stockfish (dried fish).  We
found the little bakers shop and bought some
cinnamon buns and coffee, found a bench and
soaked up the sun.  We were conscious that we had
a long day ahead of us, as this was a well populated
part of the coastline with no suitable camp spots, but
sometimes it’s good to pause and get beneath the
surface. We all split up and wandered about and
then bought some more buns and sat for a little
longer in the sun.

Once on the water there
was still very little wind,
so progress was
excellent, so by mid
morning we had made
our way to Reine and
another, although
different café…. a
pattern was developing
…  This cafe you could sit on a balcony, taking in
the view and also make your own waffles, fantastic!
We decided to make the most of this part of the
expedition and what we came across.  After the
earlier grey days, paddling hard and covering a
good distance, plus passing the Maelstrom
successfully, we deserved it. This we also felt would
really set us up for the second and final loop of our
figure of eight course.

The next day we saw the tower and masts which
marked Henningsvaer, this was fantastic and a real
morale booster as we approached familiar ground,
which is just as well as we were to experience one
of the difficult pushes of the expedition.  As we
began to enter the entrance of the channel the
winds picked up quite quickly.  We had relaxed and
not noticed the pattern on the water ahead and for

the next 3 hours we made slow progress against the
wind. We decided to keep to the coastline and then
cross at a point which was narrower, before looking
for a camp on an island we had passed earlier in the
week.  On landing we were very wet, tired cold and
hungry, but were soon satisfied and off to bed.

The wind remained against us for most of the next
day as we slowly moved up the channel however;
the current was also against us.  We stopped and
took shelter in a community café, which did plates of
chips to die for and tremendous views up and down
the sound.  We watch the surface of the water

carefully and soon noticed
changes that suggested that
the current had changed, so
decided to press on.  With
current behind us, we now had
wind against tide and bigger
steeper waves, to deal with.
As we moved on to the north
coast, the winds began to drop
and then it was clear, that the

winds had been funnelled down the sound.

It took us a further four days to paddle around
Austvagoy. This was much more sheltered by the
peninsula above and a much gentler coastline.
Highlights from these last few days of our
expedition, were:

· Arriving on a beach and deciding that we
should ask permission to camp due to being in
sight of a house, to then be invited for coffee
and cake;

· Having an encounter with a passenger cargo
boat that appeared out of the mist;

· Travelling down Raftsundet sound, the main
maritime course between Lofoten and
Vesterålen, with wind and a strong current
behind, was a real rush.  It also showed that it

had payed off to travel south down the narrow
channel.

· Camping on a spit of land, near the end of the
sound, with granite cliffs and peaks towering
over us, going straight up from the sea and
beginning to feel that we had it all in the bag;

· To arriving in busy Svolvær, tying up our
kayaks and enjoying another mug of coffee,
before paddling on to where we had began in
Kabelvåg, nine days earlier and about 400k
later.

I can fully understand why along with well-known
tourist attractions such as Zanzibar and the
Seychelles, the Lofoten Islands in Northern Norway
have been listed among the world's top 20 paradise
islands.  Get the weather right and the Lofoten
Islands are truly remarkable. Thanks to Olly for the
opportunity and Liz Cowell for her company and the
green and blacks chocolate!

Roger Chandler

A break of the north coast

Special camp on the coast

This cafe had a balcony,
for taking in the view and
you could also make your

own waffles, fantastic!


