
THE LOFOTEN ISLANDS (1938). 
By J. H. SHELDON.

While an expedition to the Lofoten Islands is by no means 
to be regarded as the apex of a climbing career, it is true, I think, 
to say that the career of no European climber can be regarded 
as complete until those islands have been visited. Among those 
whose experience has been limited to the mountains of Central 
Europe they are usually regarded as so inaccessible, and the 
rumours of the length of time required for the journey are so 
magnified that but few individuals visit them. It is the purpose 
of this short article to point out that these ideas are largely 
inaccurate, and that a visit to the Lofotens is easily possible 
within the limits of an ordinary holiday. Only those who have 
been there, or who in other regions of the Arctic have sampled 
the incredible gifts that that part of the world has to offer in 
summer, can appreciate the delights that await the first visit to 
these parts.

To save space this account is compiled in diary form. The 
party consisted of eight individuals, seven males and one female, 
whose rendezvous was at Svolvaer. For the information of 
other Midlanders, I give my own movements : 

7/7/38. Left Birmingham 11.23 a.m. Arrived Newcastle 
5.20 p.m., and joined the boat train. Met three 
members of the party. Left Newcastle by S.S. Venus 
at 7.30 p.m.

8/7/38. Arrived Bergen about 5 p.m. After going through the 
Customs transferred our baggage to the S.S. Princess 
Ragnhild. Walked round Bergen, and left at 9.30 p.m. 
on S.S. Ragnhild.

9/7/38. At sea, calling at Aalesund, Molde and Kristiansund 
in the late evening. A walk round the harbour of 
the last port in the midnight light was beautiful, and 
gave a taste of what was to come.

10/7/38. Woke up at Trondhjem. Left at the end of the morn 
ing. At sea all day, the scenery gradually getting 
finer and finer. As far as Trondhjem it had been 
more or less low Fjords with plenty of trees and not 
very exciting, but from now on it became wilder and 
more beautiful with every turn of the screw.



11/7/38. Crossed the Polar Circle at 7.15 a.m. The coast moun 
tains were now becoming big, and at one place we 
had a good view of the Svartiseng Icefield. Arrived 
Bodo for lunch. Then crossed the Vestfjord and via 
Stamsund arrived at Svolvaer, about 8 p.m. Pouring 
wet. After unloading baggage found rooms at the 
Hotel Lofoten.

12/7/38. Were joined by the remainder of the party who had 
come over from Narvik, after a tramp across from 
the Swedish border. After some consultation, in which 
the lady cashier of the Hotel Lofoten took a leading 
part, and acted as a sort of guarantor to both sides, 
a boat was chartered named the "Ortind." A Diesel- 
engined boat, with a crew of two, and just able to 
sleep the whole of the party in necessity. The terms 
were 35s. a day the crew to take us where we liked 
and provide the oil. Playing found the boat no easy 
matter in a harbour as tortuous as that of Svolvaer 
 we started to' load provisions. From England we 
had brought climbing equipment, tents and cookers, 
and a supply of dried milk (Clim); bacon, porridge, 
dried fruit, tinned butter. Locally we bought coffee, 
bread, potatoes. Then we set out at about 6 p.m. 
for our first camp on the Troldfjord. Camp was 
pitched by 11 p.m. and we ought then to have retired, 
but the views were so glorious and the light so good 
that we went out for a long stroll up the nearest hill, 
and at 1 a.m. on the next morning I took my first 
photo in the islands with an exposure of 1/100 second. 
Then at last to bed.

13/7/38. Pouring wet, but we all had a training walk up the 
snow slopes of the S. face of Store Troldtind as far 
as the col. Then back to camp. Here the advantage 
of a permanent boat became apparent, for we were 
able to go out in the dinghy and change into dry 
clothes in comfort, and until the rain stopped we could 
cook and feed on board as well.

14/7/38. Magnificent weather, a hot sun in a cloudless blue sky. 
We all climbed Store Troldtind by the S. gully and 
the rocks of the S. face, taking at times to some very 
steep snow slopes. From the top an incredible view 
taking in the mainland mountains across the Vestfjord 
some 30 to 40 miles away. On the top we stripped 
and sunbathed in a sun that would not have been out
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of place as the reward for an ascent of a Swiss peak. 
Arrived back at camp at 6 p.m., where, after a dis 
cussion on the programme, it was decided to leave at 
once for Ostpollen, when the party would split in 
two, one to attempt Rulten and the other the 
Higravstind. Arrived Ostpollen about midnight, and 
was in bed by 1.30 a.m. This night was made a 
permanent visual memory, owing to a midnight sun 
of glorious yellow, which shone down on us, through 
a gap in the fog, over a narrow col.

15/7/38. Rained all day. Left camp once in a lull, but had to 
make a hasty return owing to the curiosity of cows 
over the setting of our tent ropes.

16/7/38. The expeditions planned to Rulten and Higravstind 
were voted off, as we were primarily out to explore 
the whole island chain. Accordingly one party were 
dropped at a convenient spot, and made for Svolvaer 
overland, climbing a small knob, new to human touch, 
on the way, and doing the Svolvaer Goats as well. 
The latter is a spectacular rock climb, rated by the 
leader as a "severe." The other party went on in the 
boat to Svolvaer, laid in provisions, and then climbed 
round a ridge, ultimately meeting us at the back of 
Svolvaer. In the evening set sail for Vaagekallen, a 
mountain whose shape had impressed us greatly on 
the voyage out. Finding no suitable place on the E. 
shore, we passed round the Kvandalstind into a fjord 
on the other side, and went to the head of this where 
we found a glorious camp site, about level with the 
mid-point of the ridge between Vaagekallen and 
Kvandalstind.

17/7/38. A very hot day. Vaagekallen was climbed by two 
parties, starting about 10 a.m. and returning to camp 
about 2 a.m. next morning. Delay was due to the 
difficulty of route finding, there being no record of 
an ascent from this side, and closer inspection showed 
that it appeared impossible except by the usual route 
up the S. ridge and face, and to get to this from our 
camp site took some time. On the way down, one 
party thought to save time by quick roping down a 
gully on the S.W. face, but finding that it suddenly 
petered out into the void at a place where the holds 
all suddenly began to quiver together, the party was



forced to retreat, but not without some anxious moments.

18/7/38. Wet morning. Left at 2 p.m. en route for Moskenesoy. We were unable to leave before owing to a rock which blocks up the entrance to the fjord, and is only passable, even for a small vessel like ours, within a short time of high tide. Arrived in the Vorfjord of Moskenesoy at 11 p.m. Slept on board, as we were tired out, and it was wet.
19/7/38. Two parties. One climbed the Klokketind (2,841 ft.) by the S. and E. ridges. A straightforward climb with some good ridges at the top. The main difficulty was the dwarf scrub, which from below looked like grass. It has the consistency of cotton wool, and on steep slopes the "bouncy" feeling it gives to the boots makes one feel insecure. The view of Moskenesoy from the top, across low clouds, was startling. The mountain shapes were so odd that to see this alone was worth all the trouble of the journey. Brasraastind in par ticular looked magnificent. The other party made a direct attack on the Olstind, and like others before them were repulsed. In the evening moved round to Forsfjord, and again slept on board.

20/7/38. All but one climbed the Hermannsdaltind (3,392 ft.), the highest peak on the island, by the N. ridge with descent by S.E. ridge. Tiring and easy, with only one climbing pitch, but entirely justified by the view. In the evening set sail for Varoy, but were forced to stop on the way out of the Forsfjord on account of the view. Seen from the water, the mountain shapes, the colours, and the softness of the Arctic light, made a picture which memory still has at command. Arrived at Varoy about midnight, and camped on shore.
21/7/3$. Spent the morning at Varoy climbing a small hill at the side of the town to look for the sea eagles, for which this island is famous, but without result. Sailed for Rost about mid-day, and arrived Rost about 4 p.m. Hardly ever visited, Rost beggars description. There are between three and four hundred small islands, and the general effect makes one think of a Venice in its early days but with much broader lagoons. After a meal at the hotel by the wireless station, sailed for a "bird island" and camped there.
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22/7/38. All day on an island of about three to four hundred 
acres with a sea-bird population that must have been 
well on in the millions. All the usual English sea- 
birds were there with the addition of countless skuas, 
fulmars, terns of several kinds and black guillemots.

23/7/38. Sailed across to the mainland. Left at 7 a.m. and 
got to the coast about 3 p.m. Very heavy weather. 
We were making for the Svartisen Icefield which was 
reached up long fjords about 10 p.m.

24/7/38 to 27/7/38. Were spent on the Svartisen glaciers, in 
cluding two expeditions up tributary glaciers up to the 
main icefield itself.

28/7/38. Left for Bodo arriving there at mid-day. Some of the 
party left for home by the mail-boat, leaving at 1 a.m. 
next morning.

29/7/38. The rest of the party flew down to Bergen, arriving 
about 5 p.m.

30/7/38. Left Bergen for Newcastle.

31/7/38. Arrived Newcastle 3 p.m. and got in to Birmingham

1/8/38. in the early hours of August Bank Holiday.

It will thus be seen that in a three-weeks holiday (25 days 
inclusive) all parts of the islands were visited. It is impossible 
to compress into a short space all one would like to say, but the 
following appear to be the important points for an intending 
climber to consider : 

1. Cost. This will include: (1) train fare to Newcastle; 
(2) boat fare to Bergen and return (1st class £11, 2nd class 
£7 10s.). The former is luxurious, the latter excellent; (3) 
steamer fare Bergen to Svolvaer 83 Kroner each way, 1st class. 
Food is not included, but works out at 7 to 8 Kroner per day. 
Second class is much cheaper I cannot find the actual fare  
but it is usually necessary for both classes to book early in order 
to secure berths or cabins. The total return fare is from about 
£11 to £19 6s.

2. Alternative routes are to Stockholm by steamer, train 
to Narvik and across to Svolvaer by local boat, or by air from 
Bergen to Bodo. Great care is needed in planning these routes,



as they do not run each day, and it is usually found that the 
day they save is wasted owing to lack of suitable connections.

3. Once in the islands there can be no doubt at all that the best plan is to charter a boat. By this means movements can be made between climbs without loss of time, in wet weather 
the boat saves the miseries of camp life, and in case of accident, of course, the absence of a boat might be disastrous. For our 
party the cost worked out at about 4s. 6d. per day each. Apart from food that was all we spent. The cost of the expedition for boat, equipment and food was about £9 10s. per head. 
The somewhat expensive journey is therefore more than offset by the small cost when in the Islands. It is probably safe to 
do as we did and trust to luck over hiring a boat on arrival at Svolvaer; but on the other hand it is probably better to have a preliminary provisional arrangement made through either the 
British Consul at Svolvaer or the Hotel Lofoten.

4. Equipment need not be restricted at all if one has a 
boat. Full ordinary climbing equipment is necessary, including 
ice-axes. Crampons were taken, and came in useful on the Svartisen glacier. To judge from the descriptions they might 
also be useful on some of the climbs in the Lofotens. Tents 
should have a flap of mosquito netting. Ours were provided with a special one designed by a member of the party, which 
proved very satisfactory. The triangular opening of the tent 
had a flap of mosquito netting with a zip fastener down the 
middle. Tents should be small, owing to the difficulty in many places of finding either a level or a smooth site, and of getting 
sufficient purchase for the pegs in others.

5. It is probably advisable to take out an adequate supply 
of dried milk, bacon, and other foods from England, though 
duty may have to be paid if you are unlucky at Bergen.

6. If the object is pure climbing, the islands of Ostvaago 
and Moskenesoy are the best. We did not visit Hinnoy. In 
Ostvaago the climbing is of the Alpine type, with good rock and 
snow, and mountain shapes which, while a delight, are of the 
type that the Alpine climber is accustomed to. Moskenesoy looks like cardboard scenery designed by a futurist artist. This island 
must hold unnumbered routes just asking to be discovered. The 
climbing is apt to be difficult because of the huge stretches of 
slab but once they have been attained, and provided one did 
not worry too much about getting off, the long ridges must 
provide expeditions of almost incredible interest.
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7. It would be a pity in such regions to restrict one's 
interests too much. A visit to Rost is an aesthetic experience 
that too many have denied themselves, and should certainly be 
included, and a bird island should be the place for camp. If 
there is time, it would be possible to go whaling from here.

8. As to the composition of the party, "there is safety 
in numbers." We found that one great advantage of a large 
party like our own was that it solved the difficulty of choice of 
plan, for there were adequate numbers for two alternatives. It 
is certainly preferable to include a doctor, though there is no 
need for the party to consist, as ours did, entirely of those 
engaged in Medicine. (I was impressed, I may add, with what 
I saw of the State Medical Service provided for the Islands). 
Owing to the wealth of birds, a pair of good glasses, and better 
still, someone with a taste for ornithology, will add much to the 
pleasure of the holiday.

9. A good precis of the available knowledge of routes, etc., 
is to be found in the article by H. P. Spilsbury in the Wayfarers' 
Journal, 1937. This should be taken. As this is about the only 
part of Europe where the mountains are not properly written 
up, and route-finding without being able to cheat by looking 
up the book when in trouble gives such pleasure, it is to be 
hoped that an "intellectual reserve" may be made of these islands, 
and that future travellers may not be denied the pleasure we 
now have of finding their own way about. The article by 
Spilsbury gives just enough information to save unnecessary 
waste of time on a holiday in which time is always likely to be 
of importance.

11


	pp211-250.pdf
	1933-39_Bulletins_0211
	1933-39_Bulletins_0212
	1933-39_Bulletins_0213
	1933-39_Bulletins_0214
	1933-39_Bulletins_0215
	1933-39_Bulletins_0216
	1933-39_Bulletins_0217
	1933-39_Bulletins_0218
	1933-39_Bulletins_0219
	1933-39_Bulletins_0220
	1933-39_Bulletins_0221
	1933-39_Bulletins_0222
	1933-39_Bulletins_0223
	1933-39_Bulletins_0224
	1933-39_Bulletins_0225
	1933-39_Bulletins_0226
	1933-39_Bulletins_0227
	1933-39_Bulletins_0228
	1933-39_Bulletins_0229
	1933-39_Bulletins_0230
	1933-39_Bulletins_0231
	1933-39_Bulletins_0232
	1933-39_Bulletins_0233
	1933-39_Bulletins_0234
	1933-39_Bulletins_0235
	1933-39_Bulletins_0236
	1933-39_Bulletins_0237
	1933-39_Bulletins_0238
	1933-39_Bulletins_0239
	1933-39_Bulletins_0240
	1933-39_Bulletins_0241
	1933-39_Bulletins_0242
	1933-39_Bulletins_0243
	1933-39_Bulletins_0244
	1933-39_Bulletins_0245
	1933-39_Bulletins_0246
	1933-39_Bulletins_0247
	1933-39_Bulletins_0248
	1933-39_Bulletins_0249
	1933-39_Bulletins_0250
	pp211-250.pdf
	1933-39_Bulletins_0211
	1933-39_Bulletins_0212
	1933-39_Bulletins_0213
	1933-39_Bulletins_0214
	1933-39_Bulletins_0215
	1933-39_Bulletins_0216
	1933-39_Bulletins_0217
	1933-39_Bulletins_0218
	1933-39_Bulletins_0219
	1933-39_Bulletins_0220
	1933-39_Bulletins_0221
	1933-39_Bulletins_0222
	1933-39_Bulletins_0223
	1933-39_Bulletins_0224
	1933-39_Bulletins_0225
	1933-39_Bulletins_0226
	1933-39_Bulletins_0227
	1933-39_Bulletins_0228
	1933-39_Bulletins_0229
	1933-39_Bulletins_0230
	1933-39_Bulletins_0231
	1933-39_Bulletins_0232
	1933-39_Bulletins_0233
	1933-39_Bulletins_0234
	1933-39_Bulletins_0235
	1933-39_Bulletins_0236
	1933-39_Bulletins_0237
	1933-39_Bulletins_0238
	1933-39_Bulletins_0239
	1933-39_Bulletins_0240
	1933-39_Bulletins_0241
	1933-39_Bulletins_0242
	1933-39_Bulletins_0243
	1933-39_Bulletins_0244
	1933-39_Bulletins_0245
	1933-39_Bulletins_0246
	1933-39_Bulletins_0247
	1933-39_Bulletins_0248
	1933-39_Bulletins_0249
	1933-39_Bulletins_0250

	pp211-250.pdf
	1933-39_Bulletins_0211
	1933-39_Bulletins_0212
	1933-39_Bulletins_0213
	1933-39_Bulletins_0214
	1933-39_Bulletins_0215
	1933-39_Bulletins_0216
	1933-39_Bulletins_0217
	1933-39_Bulletins_0218
	1933-39_Bulletins_0219
	1933-39_Bulletins_0220
	1933-39_Bulletins_0221
	1933-39_Bulletins_0222
	1933-39_Bulletins_0223
	1933-39_Bulletins_0224
	1933-39_Bulletins_0225
	1933-39_Bulletins_0226
	1933-39_Bulletins_0227
	1933-39_Bulletins_0228
	1933-39_Bulletins_0229
	1933-39_Bulletins_0230
	1933-39_Bulletins_0231
	1933-39_Bulletins_0232
	1933-39_Bulletins_0233
	1933-39_Bulletins_0234
	1933-39_Bulletins_0235
	1933-39_Bulletins_0236
	1933-39_Bulletins_0237
	1933-39_Bulletins_0238
	1933-39_Bulletins_0239
	1933-39_Bulletins_0240
	1933-39_Bulletins_0241
	1933-39_Bulletins_0242
	1933-39_Bulletins_0243
	1933-39_Bulletins_0244
	1933-39_Bulletins_0245
	1933-39_Bulletins_0246
	1933-39_Bulletins_0247
	1933-39_Bulletins_0248
	1933-39_Bulletins_0249
	1933-39_Bulletins_0250

	pp211-250.pdf
	1933-39_Bulletins_0211
	1933-39_Bulletins_0212
	1933-39_Bulletins_0213
	1933-39_Bulletins_0214
	1933-39_Bulletins_0215
	1933-39_Bulletins_0216
	1933-39_Bulletins_0217
	1933-39_Bulletins_0218
	1933-39_Bulletins_0219
	1933-39_Bulletins_0220
	1933-39_Bulletins_0221
	1933-39_Bulletins_0222
	1933-39_Bulletins_0223
	1933-39_Bulletins_0224
	1933-39_Bulletins_0225
	1933-39_Bulletins_0226
	1933-39_Bulletins_0227
	1933-39_Bulletins_0228
	1933-39_Bulletins_0229
	1933-39_Bulletins_0230
	1933-39_Bulletins_0231
	1933-39_Bulletins_0232
	1933-39_Bulletins_0233
	1933-39_Bulletins_0234
	1933-39_Bulletins_0235
	1933-39_Bulletins_0236
	1933-39_Bulletins_0237
	1933-39_Bulletins_0238
	1933-39_Bulletins_0239
	1933-39_Bulletins_0240
	1933-39_Bulletins_0241
	1933-39_Bulletins_0242
	1933-39_Bulletins_0243
	1933-39_Bulletins_0244
	1933-39_Bulletins_0245
	1933-39_Bulletins_0246
	1933-39_Bulletins_0247
	1933-39_Bulletins_0248
	1933-39_Bulletins_0249
	1933-39_Bulletins_0250

	pp211-250.pdf
	1933-39_Bulletins_0211
	1933-39_Bulletins_0212
	1933-39_Bulletins_0213
	1933-39_Bulletins_0214
	1933-39_Bulletins_0215
	1933-39_Bulletins_0216
	1933-39_Bulletins_0217
	1933-39_Bulletins_0218
	1933-39_Bulletins_0219
	1933-39_Bulletins_0220
	1933-39_Bulletins_0221
	1933-39_Bulletins_0222
	1933-39_Bulletins_0223
	1933-39_Bulletins_0224
	1933-39_Bulletins_0225
	1933-39_Bulletins_0226
	1933-39_Bulletins_0227
	1933-39_Bulletins_0228
	1933-39_Bulletins_0229
	1933-39_Bulletins_0230
	1933-39_Bulletins_0231
	1933-39_Bulletins_0232
	1933-39_Bulletins_0233
	1933-39_Bulletins_0234
	1933-39_Bulletins_0235
	1933-39_Bulletins_0236
	1933-39_Bulletins_0237
	1933-39_Bulletins_0238
	1933-39_Bulletins_0239
	1933-39_Bulletins_0240
	1933-39_Bulletins_0241
	1933-39_Bulletins_0242
	1933-39_Bulletins_0243
	1933-39_Bulletins_0244
	1933-39_Bulletins_0245
	1933-39_Bulletins_0246
	1933-39_Bulletins_0247
	1933-39_Bulletins_0248
	1933-39_Bulletins_0249
	1933-39_Bulletins_0250



