
[image: image]


 

 

Although his family have been in Bermuda for over thirty years, Andrew was born in Canada, and then spent his childhood in Hong Kong, India, Kenya, Scotland, Malaysia and Singapore. He studied postgraduate international economics in France, Canada and Norway and worked as an international economist for two Canadian banks before joining the United Nations Development Programme. He was assigned to the UNDP offices in Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, remained in the country after a two year stint with the UN, obtained his pilot’s licence and started a safari company in the Selous Game Reserve. After five years in East Africa he returned to North America to become a financial advisor, and to upgrade his pilot’s licence. He has subsequently worked as a consultant in international development for the Canadian, Norwegian and Swedish governments, travelling over most of Africa and Asia. He was owner of two adventure companies in Norway. He currently lives in Bermuda with his Kiwi wife Annabel and daughters Elsa and Somers where he writes and researches whales full time.

He is well known in Bermuda for his Family Man articles in the RG Magazine


 

 

Also by Andrew Stevenson

Annapurna Circuit: Himalayan Journey
Beyond the Black Stump: Travels around Australia
The Envelope: Walking up to Everest Base Camp


Summer Light:

A Walk across Norway

Andrew Stevenson

[image: Image]


 

 

Constable & Robinson Ltd.
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com

First published in Australia by Lonely Planet Publications, 2002

This edition published in the UK by Robinson, an imprint of Constable & Robinson Ltd., 2014

Copyright © Andrew Stevenson, 2002

The right of Andrew Stevenson to be identified as the authors of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication Data is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-47211-611-6 (ebook)

Cover copyright © Constable & Robinson


Acknowledgements

Annabel Carter, Belinda Carter, Noralv Distad, Wenche Fosslien (Kirsten), Siri Giil, Jostein Hatteberg, Elisabeth Heyerdahl-Jensen, Lars Åge Hilde, Sue Mills, Lars Elsrud Nes, Ulf Prytz, Rosemary Rayfuse, Ine Skørten, Caroline Stockdale, Hege Strømme, Nina Sønsteng


Contents

Prologue

Harildstad Farm, Heidal Valley

Jotunheimen Mountains

Utla Valley

Sogne Fjord

Stigen Farm,

Aurland Valley

Rallarvegen, the old Bergen-Oslo supply road

Flåm Valley

Hardanger Fjord

Folgefonn Glacier

Rosendal, the West Coast

Spitsbergen

Farewells


Prologue

A midsummer night and the sunset is a fiery ball ricocheting off the North Sea. Annabel goes down to our cabin. Alone on deck, I lean against the rail, watching gannets glide silently over the burnished sea; there is no swell, not even a ripple, as the ship slices into the water towards an incandescent horizon. Spectacular beneath dark clouds, the shimmering sunset draws us northwards as a bruised sky swallows our silvery wake; the surge of the bow waves is as soothing as surf rolling on a beach. The ship vibrates with the thrust of the engines ferrying us towards that bright sweep of northern light. It feels good to be coming back.

***


Harildstad Farm, Heidal Valley

‘Did you sleep well?’ I ask Annabel in the morning, while staring at the smouldering embers in the open soapstone fireplace in the corner of our log-walled bedroom. Except for the white sound of the Sjoa River rushing through the bottom of the valley, it is so quiet.

‘Mmmm,’ she murmurs, head buried in a soft pillow. ‘Did you?’ She reaches out a hand.

‘Like a log.’ I feel so much at peace. It must be the fresh air, the stillness of the mountains, the cosiness of these sixteenth century log farmhouses.

‘Despite the bruises from rafting yesterday?’

‘Despite the bruises.’ I turn to look at her. ‘How’s your neck?’

She rotates her head from side to side. ‘Still stiff.’

We dress quickly in the cold air and I open the heavy wrought iron lock in the carved door leading outside to the grass courtyard. Enclosed by three log farmhouses, one each for three generations of the family, the fourth side of the yard is framed by a log granary mounted on carved wooden legs and topped with a wooden belfry. The farmyard scene could be from a contemporary mid-nineteenth century painting, or just as easily out of an illustrated fairy tale.

Puffy clouds cast benign dancing shadows down the lower stretches of the Heidal Valley, while boiling black storm clouds congeal over the Jotunheimen Mountains at the upper end. Although it is the end of June, it looks as if it is snowing heavily up there. I lean against the corner of the main farmhouse where the windblown branches of a birch tree have scraped a wide swathe against the sun-darkened logs: a graphic reminder of how harsh the winters can be.

This summer has lasted only two weeks- the first fortnight in May. The fact that it has rained every day since and we are now at the last week of June, accounts for the lushness of the fields, and the iridescent green leaves of the birch trees. Swifts feed their fledglings in holes in the overhanging edges of the turf roofs. On clear nights here in past summers, I’d sleep outside rather than indoors and watch the adults train their young for their long flight south, circling endlessly above the turf roofs as if racing on an invisible track. It’s a lasting enchanting image.

Each of the five summers I spent here is indelibly etched in my mind. I’ve walked the mountains on either side of the valley so many times they have become an essential part of me. I let all this into my heart willingly some years ago, and now I’ve come back to confront these memories.

Liv-Marie calls us in to a table loaded with condiments and several candles. ‘We have to make a nistepakke, lunch packs, today. You use those specially made sheets of wax paper in that little box, to keep the sandwiches apart.’

Annabel picks up the box and reads from the package depicting a stack of sandwiches. ‘“Mellom-leggs-papir”?’

I demonstrate, taking a piece of bread, buttering it, placing a piece of ham and a slice of cheese on it, topped with sliced pickles, then the wax paper on top. ‘See?’

‘Where’s the other slice of bread?’

‘What other slice of bread?’ Annabel isn’t usually as obtuse as this, far from it.

‘The top part of the sandwich. You’ve put the wax paper inside the sandwich.’

‘Norwegians don’t make double-sided sandwiches. Just one slice of bread covered in pålegg, which translates literally to “lay on top.”’ Although only two of us, there are plates of smoked salmon, scrambled eggs, ham, cheese, tomatoes, pickles, salami, liver pate, jam. ‘Lay what you want on the slice of bread and seal it with a piece of wax paper over it to separate it from the sandwich stacked above.’ I reach for a small clear plastic bag and slide the stacked sandwiches neatly into it.

‘If they made their sandwiches with a slice of bread on top, then they wouldn’t have to use the…’ she picks up the box and reads aloud, “mellomleggs papir”.’

I shrug. ‘One of those things in life.’ I cut more slices of the crusty Norwegian bread. Why can’t they make crunchy bread everywhere? Full of grains and lumps and bits-and-pieces you can happily eat Norwegian bread alone with butter, it tastes so good.

Annabel looks out the window, assessing the weather. Depending on the window, it is either gloriously fine, or bloody awful out there. ‘What’s the plan?’

Originally this trip had been planned two years ago, just before I started dating Annabel. The intention had been to walk across Norway last summer, but in April my brother died, suddenly and unexpectedly. There are no words that can express the depth of sorrow and grief his death caused. Six weeks later I broke my back in an accident and spent the summer in hospital and lying in bed with two back braces. The plans to walk across Norway were effectively scotched. Within months of going out with Annabel, I was totally dependent on her. It wasn’t an arrangement I found easy to accept. A sports medicine and osteopathic physician, most of Annabel’s patients came to her with spinal problems; were she not willing to take full responsibility for me, I wouldn’t have been released from hospital as soon as I had. My sister took care of me during the day, and Annabel took over in the evenings and on the weekends.

I unfold the Cappelen’s map of “South Norway-north”. Our entire trip fits conveniently onto the one map occupying the widest part of Norway between Oslo and Bergen, the Jotunheimen Mountains, Sogne Fjord and Hardanger Fjord. ‘From here, we’ll walk through the Jotunheimen Mountains…’ I show her where we are on the map. ‘Jotunheimen translates as “Home of the Giants”. It’s Norway’s best-known national park. We’ll walk over Besseggen, a knife-like mountain ridge above Lake Gjende, later today. Tomorrow we’ll climb Glittertind, Norway’s second-highest mountain, followed by Norway’s highest mountain, Galdhøpiggen, the day after. We’ll continue through Jotunheimen and descend through the Hurrungane Mountains down to Sogne Fjord, before climbing back into the mountains up the Aurland Valley to Finse. From there, we’ll cycle on the old railway supply track over the Hardanger Plateau, the Roof of Norway, down to Flåm and then take the Flåm train back up and walk over the mountains to the Hardanger Fjord.’ My finger traces easily enough the route we will take although the reality will be a series of long climbs and knee-crunching descents. ‘From Ulvik we’ll cycle to Odda and then hike over the top of the Folgefonn Glacier to Rosendal on the sea, at the mouth of the Hardanger Fjord.’

‘You’re sure we don’t need tents or stoves?’

‘There are huts every few hours and they are equipped with everything we need, including pots and pans, cutlery, crockery.’

‘And food?’

‘Yes, whether it’s a self-service hut or a serviced one.’ Den Norske Turistforening or the Norwegian Mountain Touring Association has over three hundred huts of some description, spread every few hours apart all over the country, connected by twenty thousand kilometres of tracks. Every Norwegian I met seemed to be a member of DNT, although that might be a biased survey.

Liv-Marie Harildstad offers to drive us up the valley to Gjendesheim. Like many Norwegians, her surname is derived from the place her family came from although originally the farm was named after Harild. ‘Stad’ means place, so ‘Harildstad’ means the place of Harild. Norwegians have more varied surnames than anywhere else. Sometimes their surnames derive from the place, and sometimes the place is named after the family who lived there.

The spectacular journey up the remainder of the Heidal Valley compensates leaving Harildstad. Strangely enough given the lushness of the valley, water is pumped up from the river to irrigate the fields. The log houses are so well preserved because there is little rainfall here; the valley is surrounded by mountain ranges, which collect most of the rain. Less rainfall occurs here than in the Sahara, someone once told me. Even in this valley, which is comparatively wide and where the sixteenth century log farmhouses and farms are larger than the national average, the sloping fields are only isolated patches of ground set amidst pine forests.

In the lower section of the valley, the log farms are roofed in overlapping trimmed slate resembling the symmetrical scales of a snake. The barns are often roofed in huge irregular slabs of uncut slate each one of which must have taken several men to lift into place.

Higher up, away from the slate quarries, farm buildings like Harildstad were, and still are, roofed in grass turf, layered over silver birch bark. The heavy turf doesn’t provide insulation, in the winter it would be like having a block of ice up there, but rather weighs down the log walls to compress them together so they don’t warp, letting in drafts. The silver birch bark on the roof provides a degree of waterproofing. Any chinks left between logs in the walls were traditionally insulated with moss.

Norway, even after millennia of human habitation, is still only colonised in the more accessible valleys with a scattering of small farms carved out of forests, quaint fishing villages gripping the coast, or huts lodged between mountains or perched around lakes. And despite the rags to riches story of the national economy in the six decades since the Second World War, the farms remain by-and-large, quaint smallholdings. Only 3 per cent of Norway is cultivated. While in other parts of Europe the rolling farm landscape may be interspersed with the occasional clump of trees, here it is the reverse; the cleared patches of farmland are the exception to a landscape dominated by forested hills, mountains and glaciers comprising almost ninety per cent of Norway. With urban areas negligible at less than half a per cent, there is a sense of equilibrium to this nature. The craggy mountains and glaciers and winter climate have enforced a balance in favour of the wilderness over farmland and cities.

Moving to Norway almost a decade ago, I couldn’t speak Norwegian and I couldn’t get a job related to my training as an international economist. Instead, I started up two companies: Askeladdens Eventyrreiser AS and Villmarken Kaller AS. Both limited companies catered to activity-oriented tourists visiting Norway. I named Askeladden Eventyrreiser after my favourite archetypal Norwegian folk hero, Askeladden. Literally the Ash Lad, Askeladden is named for his tendency to sit by the fire gazing at the burning embers and dreaming about adventures in far off places. He is the lesser-known male version of Cinderella, or the Ash Girl. The youngest of three brothers, a dreamer, kind and honest, Askeladden is a lateral thinker who invariably wins the hand of the princess and half the kingdom, despite his humble beginnings and even humbler disposition. The word ‘Eventyrreiser’ I used in my company name was a play on the word eventyr, which means both ‘adventure’ and ‘fairy tales’.

Askeladdens Eventyrreiser eventually offered several hiking, mountain biking, bicycle touring and glacier walking tours; one of these was a ten-day hiking trip, based here at Liv Marie’s farm in Heidal for three days. Surrounded by the more glamorous national parks, the ridges on either side of the Heidal Valley, despite their beauty and spectacular views, were used only occasionally by locals and then usually on weekends. This seclusion amidst so much natural beauty lent a sense of exclusivity to the experience despite the humble seventeenth century accommodation.

Together with three partners I also set up a rafting company based on the Sjoa River, reputedly the best and most exciting rafting in Europe. Villmarken Kaller, Call of the Wild, a name my younger partners suggested, was geared specifically at rafting on this river coursing through the Heidal Valley. Both these companies catered to tourists coming to Norway to do the kinds of trips I could imagine doing myself.

As we head up the valley I show Annabel where the ‘Guts’ are, the stretch of water in the depths of a canyon that we didn’t raft yesterday because the water was too high.

While helping to run the rafting business during the frenetic two-month season, I lived at another seventeenth-century farmhouse further up the valley. Sør Stein, belonged to Astrid Stein, a widow of some years and a delightful spirit who loved company. Astrid didn’t come from the Heidal Valley. She came from the adjacent Muru Valley some fifty years ago and is still considered a ‘foreigner’ by the closely-knit Heidal community. Despite her youthful attitude, work as a farmer’s wife had taken its toll and Astrid had hip problems. During the summers I rented the empty log farmhouse in the courtyard immediately adjacent to hers. Astrid’s door was always open and at the end of a long day running a rafting business she was inevitably sitting in the kitchen waiting for me to come in for a cup of coffee and a piece of pie.

A deer suddenly crosses the road in front of us. I have often seen elk here too and there are reputedly bears down some of the less frequented side valleys. As we reach the top of a rise, I point out Astrid’s farmhouse on our right with its spectacular view down both the Heidal and Muru Valleys.

Astrid’s farmhouse is more basic than Liv-Marie’s and not suitable to international clients, but I liked it well enough. One log building was so higgledy-piggledy the door and window frames were trapezoids rather than squares or rectangles. In the middle of the night, I’d listen to the roar of the river in the valley and absorb the incredible stillness and magic of the mountains.

When the daily buzz of running the rafting business was over, often late in the evening, but still with plenty of mid-summer light, Astrid and I would drive to her hut in the mountains beside a small lake. The highlight of those rafting summers were those occasional evenings, and early mornings, Astrid and I spent together laying out and pulling in fishnets on the lake by her summer farm. Traditionally, the farm’s cows would be taken here during the summers to feed, leaving the grass in the pastures around the farm to be cut, dried, and stored in the barn for the winter. Because Astrid could no longer get into or out of the small rowboat herself, I would have to help her although she proudly displayed her independence by insisting she rowed as I lay out the nets.

In Norway, you cannot have a motorised boat on a lake that is less than two square kilometres, even if you live beside that lake. Whether or not you have rights, you are entitled to canoe, kayak, row, or sail on any lake. Prohibiting engines on these lakes seems to me such a marvellous, civilised rule. Those evenings laying out the nets with Astrid were always so peaceful, disturbed only by the creaking sound of the oarlocks as the oars dipped silently into the water.

***
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