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BY WALTER NICKLIN
Special to The Washington Post

Framed by a mountainous horizon,
the farm fields are littered with hay
bales, both round and rectangular, and
I’m reminded of the Virginia Piedmont,
where I grew up. Such a gentle, pastoral
landscape seems imprinted in my spirit-
ual DNA, and is the real reason I’ve
journeyed here, to Northern Italy’s Pie-
monte region: to discover whether the
two places have more than similar
names in common. 

The shared name means, from the
Latin root, “foot of the mountains.” For
the Virginia Piedmont, the mountains
are the Blue Ridge. For the Piemonte,
they’re the much taller, less eroded and
therefore younger Alps, which on this
hazy afternoon at this distance could
even be mistaken for a chain in the
Appalachians. 

As my wife, Pat, and I settle into the
first of seven days in “our very own”
cascina a corte, I’m tempted to conclude
that whimsy — such as seeking connec-
tions between the two — leads to the
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L ate on my fourth day hiking the 102-mile Arctic
Circle Trail in western Greenland, I encountered
smoke rising from the ground. White tendrils,
sometimes columns, rose in all directions from

charred soil and wisped out from an 800-foot-tall
hummocky, granitic hillside to my left. To my right was
the 14-mile-long, string-bean-shaped Lake Amitsorsuaq,
the biggest of the dozens of lakes we had hiked past since
starting the trail. The smoldering ground extended to the
lake’s shore and made the supersaturated blues of the
water pop even more.

While it was plausible that we had wandered into an
area dense with steaming thermal features, we hadn’t.
Me, my boyfriend Derek and our friend Larry had finally
reached one of the wildfires that made international news

when they started a few weeks before our 2017 trip.
When Larry approached Derek and me about doing the

long-distance trek between the small community of
Kangerlussuaq and Greenland’s second largest city,
Sisimiut — population about 5,500 — we said yes before
looking at any maps or photos of what we’d be hiking
through. Larry had us at “Greenland,” an island three
times the size of Texas, 80 percent of which is covered by
an ice sheet that’s between 400,000 and 1 million years
old and almost two miles thick.

The trail starts near the western edge of the ice cap and
continues across one of the island’s largest snow-and-ice-
free expanses to Sisimiut and the Davis Strait, which
separates the Labrador Sea and Baffin Bay.

Within a day or two of agreeing to go, I started
researching the trail and found images of rolling, domed
mountains; open, craggy valleys; and Caribbean-blue
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Fire and ice
In Greenland, it’s sunburn to sleet (with a chance of flames) on one nine-day hike
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TOP: On the Arctic Circle Trail in Greenland, the 14-mile-long Lake Amitsorsuaq makes for a scenic spot to drop 
the gear and rest. ABOVE: Sisimuit, the second largest city in Greenland, is full of colorful abodes.
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sunset doesn’t happen until 10
p.m.), while Derek and Larry
cook and eat dinner, I stalk the
shores of both lakes with my
camera.

O ur days developed a
rhythm. We tried to sleep
as long as possible after

sunrise, which happens at about
2:30 a.m. (This was easier for me
than for Derek or Larry, because
I brought an eye mask.) When
the sun got too bright and the
symphony of birds — Greenland
wheatears, Lapland longspurs
and Greenland white-fronted
geese, among others — became
too loud to ignore, we emerged
from our tent onto the shore of a
lake that was every bit as glowy
in the morning light as it was at
sunset. There were no other
campers in sight. The lake’s far
shore may or may not have been
a giant, gently sloping slab of
gray-pink granite. We made
breakfast, broke down and
packed up the tent, sterilized
water to drink and, finally,
switched from camp slippers
(mine are Crocs) to hiking shoes
and shouldered our packs, which
weighed about 40 pounds each.
Then we started walking into a
landscape that kept us in a
constant state of awe with its
awesomeness, scale and empti-
ness.

We spent the entirety of one
day walking along the shore of
one lake. On another day, we
spent hours gradually climbing
to the top of a valley only to reach
a saddle that drops down into an
improbably longer and broader
valley; gawping at this new ter-
rain, there wasn’t a single man-
made structure we could see that
wasn’t a cairn.

Because there was so much
daylight, we were never in a
hurry. We took frequent breaks
for water and snacks; some-
times, we even took off our shoes
and socks, and soaked our feet in
a lake or creek. On other treks,
I’ve often raced the sunset: Must
set up camp and cook dinner
before the sun sets! On the Arctic
Circle Trail in August, we could
set up camp at 9 p.m. and still
have plenty of daylight.

O ur third morning started
by hiking past the second
hut, Katiffik. At the eastern

end of Lake Amitsorsuaq, the hut
was painted red and white on the
outside and was bright and clean
inside. (A note tacked onto one
wall read: “YOUR MOM IS NOT
HERE! So pick up your trash and
take it with you — all the way.”)
Two hearts are carved into the
sign above the hut’s entrance. We
took a snack break alongside a
German father and son.

Katiffik was within about 12
miles (as the crow flies) of the
wildfire we had read all about.
Still, as we sat outside it munch-
ing on salami and cheese, there
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pulled by dogs or snowmobiles.
This past June, more than 1,500
square miles of land in this area,
including about half of the trail,
was designated as a UNESCO
World Heritage site for its “rich
and well-preserved material and
intangible cultural heritage.” The
Aasivissuit — Nipisat Inuit Hunt-
ing Ground bears evidence of
4,200 years of human history.

The Hundeso Hunting Cabin,
the first of the nine huts along
the trail, is just south of the new
World Heritage site. We spent
our first night there. Hundeso is
not a hut so much as a collection
of campers haphazardly sewn
together, onto the side of which a
wood deck of indeterminate
structural integrity has been
built. It had a certain wild charm
to it, and its bunks were unoccu-
pied, but I was glad we had a tent
with us.

We pitched our tent on a
100-yard-wide grassy strip of
land between two lakes with
surfaces as smooth as the seal-
skin I saw stretching on the side
of a house in Kangerlussuaq.
Because the magic sunset hour is
about five hours long in Green-
land in early-to-mid August (and

It wasn’t far past the first
half-moon that we found our-
selves walking along the shore of
a lake I thought I recognized
from my research. We were too
late in the season for the willow-
herb along its shores to be in
bloom, but I didn’t care because
the water was bluer than Paul
Newman’s eyes.

M y research never revealed
a definitive history of the
Arctic Circle Trail. From

the same Facebook group that
gave Larry more details about
the fire, I learned that in the
early 1990s, Sisimiut resident
Johanne Bech — now 65 and still
hiking the trail — was one of a
small group of people tasked
with erecting the first cairns. In
2010, Cicerone published Paddy
Dillon’s “Trekking in Greenland:
The Arctic Circle Trail.” At that
time, about 300 people hiked the
trail every summer. Last sum-
mer, when I did it, so did about
1,600 other hikers.

Long before hikers discovered
the trail, though, the local Inuit
(or Kalaallit in the Greenlandic
language) used the route in win-
ter, traveling along it on sledges

lakes ringed with blooms of pur-
plish willowherb, the national
flower of Greenland. It was a
mash-up of landscapes from
“Game of Thrones” and “Lord of
the Rings,” only without the
anthropomorphic Ents — or any
trees, really, since Greenland is
so far north.

Because I had never before
done such a long backpacking
trip — in terms of mileage or
nights out — and because I’m a
compulsive list-maker, at this
time I also started one in my
journal: “Things We Might En-
counter When Hiking for Nine
Days in the Middle of Nowhere in
Greenland.” As imaginative as
many of the entries on this list
were — a rabid musk ox or
reindeer, or an August blizzard —
wildfires never made the list.

A week before we left for
Greenland, with concerned fam-
ily and friends emailing us links
to wildfire articles, Derek called
the Sisimiut fire chief and got a
more detailed description of the
fire while Larry connected with
an Arctic Circle Trail group on
Facebook. We learned the trail
was smack in the middle of the
fire zone, but that hikers had
been safely walking through it.

I t was under clear, blue skies
— no smoke or haze in sight
or smell — that we set out

from Kangerlussuaq, about 40
miles from the wildfire and
home to about 500 people and
Greenland’s biggest airport, to
start the trail. Each of us carried
all of the supplies and food we
needed for the next nine days.
(Hikers usually spend between
seven and 12 days on the trail; we
had devised a nine-day itinerary.)

My research missed the fact
that the “trail” from Kangerlus-
suaq itself is 10.5 miles of gravel
road until it reaches the trail
proper. Before three miles
passed, I vowed that if I ever did
this hike again, I’d pay Kanger-
lussuaq’s sole taxi, a Creamsicle-
colored compact car that had
already passed us three times,
whatever its driver charged for a
ride to the start of the actual
trail.

Shortly after we hiked past a
105-foot-diameter radar antenna
at the Sondrestrom Upper At-
mospheric Research Facility, all
signs of civilization disappeared.
Almost. A couple hundred yards
in front of us, someone had
painted a half-moon on the side
of a boulder, in bright red, next to
a well-worn dirt track lined with
cottongrass. Finally, the Arctic
Circle Trail!

Like many long-distance treks,
the trail has markers along its
entire length. These are often at
the top of a pile of rocks, called
cairns, formed by hikers to be
visible from a distance. The
trail’s red half-moon markers are
a nod to Greenland’s flag.
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A hiker’s tale:

The Arctic Circle Trail
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Sisimiut, top, on the coast of the Davis Strait, marks the end of the 102-mile journey across one of Greenland’s largest expanses of 
ice-free terrain. But, you never know what you might find along the way. Sled dogs, above, make for a friendly welcoming party.
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— and anything related to hot
weather — was absent from my
list of things we might experi-
ence in Greenland. But the way-
above-average temperatures,
combined with few clouds in the
sky and the lack of shade trees
along the trail, often made me
feel like I was being roasted. So
most days, I cooled off in a lake.

Two nights later, we found
“Reindeer Beach” — a campsite
we so named because there are
no human footprints but doz-
ens of reindeer tracks on it.
Here, Derek and I did a pre-din-
ner full submersion. The condi-
tions — temperature, latitude —
were such that I was able to
comfortably sunbathe long
enough to accidentally get a
mild sunburn.

The next evening was cool
enough to finally wear one of the
two pairs of pants I’d been
carrying since Kangerlussuaq.
The morning after that, there
was a misty rain. Because this
was the weather I’d expected to
be hiking in the whole time (and
because my single pair of shorts
stank and were stiff with salt
despite my daily rinsings) I was
prepared: I happily mined some
Gore-Tex rain gear from the
depths of my pack.

I was even better prepared for
the next day, our last on the trail.
We woke up to the sound of
driving rain and unzipped the
tent to find that we were in a
cloud and that there was snow on
a hillside not far above us. It
wasn’t rain lashing our tent, but
sleet — an August blizzard! —
straight from my “Things We
Might Encounter When Hiking
for Nine Days in the Middle of
Nowhere in Greenland” list.

For the final miles to Sisimiut,
despite the weather, I was com-
pletely comfortable: I wore both
pairs of my hiking pants, a hat,
gloves and my Gore-Tex armor. I
had only one problem: My rain
jacket really chafed my sun-
burned shoulders.

Four days later, our Air Green-
land flight from Sisimiut back to
Kangerlussuaq almost exactly
tracked the trail. Lake Amitsor-
suaq is easy to pick out. There
was no smoke — or even any
smoldering — to be seen.

travel@washpost.com

Mishev is a writer based in Jackson 
Hole, Wyo. Find her on Instagram: 
@dinamishev.

was no sign of fire — no acrid
smell in the air, no haze on the
horizon. It stayed that way all
day. Seeing a reindeer noncha-
lantly munching on berries and
grass and a ptarmigan comfort-
ably nestled in a patch of crow-
berry bushes led me to think the
fire was no longer an issue. 

There was still no sign of the
fire until we set up the night’s
camp and started to fix dinner.
As my dehydrated bacon and
eggs rehydrated and Larry and
Derek’s pasta cooked, the wind
picked up. By the time our food
was ready, there was so much
smoke and haze we could no
longer see more than a mile up
the lake. We had no fear that the
fire would reach us overnight —
the Sisimiut fire chief told Derek
it was a peat fire, and these are
slow-burning — but we still de-
cided to move our camp three
miles back down the lake to get
away from the smoke.

At our new camp, rays from
the setting sun were the colors of
a three-day-old bruise and omi-
nously stretched out like a wel-
come mat for the horsemen of
the Apocalypse, but the air no
longer smelled of smoke. We
went to bed hoping the wind
would die down overnight and,
combined with cooler overnight
temperatures, would dampen
the smoldering and smoke.

That’s exactly what happened.
We made it within about a mile
of the fire before we saw any
evidence — just smoking ground
— of it again.

The closer we got to it, the
more appropriate I felt my initial
description of the trail’s land-
scape was. Here, it looked like
the aftermath of an epic battle
between “Game of Thrones”
dragons and “Lord of the Rings”
Orcs. Since the start of our hike,
the days had been in the 70s —
the hottest (and driest) summer
on record in Greenland. I was
ready to tie a wet T-shirt around
my face to protect myself from
inhaling smoke, but I had been in
smokier bars and clubs. Still, the
scene was dramatic. 

That night, we named our
camp “Mediterranean Beach,”
because that’s what it looked and
felt like — except there were no
crowds, and it was on the Arctic
Circle.

Like wildfires, lake swimming
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BY KATE SILVER

restaurants at the airport.” 

Choose a window seat. Sny-
der opts for the inside seat, when
possible. He says that’s because
airplanes are designed so that
the air flow comes down from the
top of the cabin and exits from
vents on the floor by the window,
so when you choose the window
seat you benefit from that air
flow. “That’s a relatively safer
place, even though the overall
environment is safe,” he says. 

Wipe down flat surfaces.
Germaphobes cringe at the idea
of touching a tray table that’s

been touched by countless pas-
sengers before them, and for
good reason. Snyder advises trav-
elers to pack wipes (with at least
62 percent alcohol) and use them
to wipe down tray tables, arm
rests and seat belt buckles. 

Keep your medications —
and a list of those drugs —
handy. Your carry-on is the best
place for toting any medications
you might need during your trip.
That way, even if your plane is
delayed or your luggage is lost,
you still have them close at hand.
Snyder also suggests carrying a
list of the medications you’re

taking along; on long flights, you
may want to carry notes about
your medical history. The infor-
mation will be accessible to med-
ical professionals should you be-
come sick or unable to communi-
cate. 

Get moving. Deep vein throm-
bosis can happen when a blood
clot forms within a vein. While
airplane travel itself doesn’t
cause deep-vein thrombosis, sit-
ting in one place for a long
period of time can contribute to
it. “If you were on a train for
eight hours, you’d have the same
risk,” Snyder says. On long

flights, he suggests walking up
and down the aisle or doing
exercises in your seat to move
your toes up and down and flex
your calf muscles. 

If you’re sick or recently un-
derwent surgery, visit a travel
medical professional before fly-
ing. A number of health prob-
lems can be exacerbated by alti-
tude, including lung, heart and
intestinal ailments. Those who
struggle to breathe on the
ground may find it more difficult
in the air. Same goes for heart
problems. And the plane’s pres-
sure changes can cause gas and

bloating, which might be a prob-
lem for someone who has recent-
ly undergone gastrointestinal
surgery. Snyder says it’s a good
idea to make an appointment
with a travel medicine specialist
to address any potential con-
cerns before flying. He or she will
probably know more about the
topic than your family doctor. “I
would say the overwhelming ma-
jority of physicians don’t take the
physiological challenges of alti-
tude into consideration,” he says.

Drink lots of liquids (except
alcohol and coffee). Snyder says
that the humidity level on an
airplane is low, which is why
travelers sometimes become de-
hydrated. Counteract it by in-
creasing your water intake, and
avoid drinking alcohol and caf-
feine, which are diuretics. He
points out that dehydration isn’t
the only reason to avoid those
little bottles of liquor on the
plane. Altitude makes alcohol go
to your head quickly, because
less oxygen is getting to your
brain. Alcohol can also disrupt
sleep and worsen jet lag, Snyder
says. “Just put it in the vernacu-
lar: you’re stupider when you’re
on alcohol at altitude,” he says. 

Use common sense. Before
you travel, get a good night’s
sleep. Eat a healthy meal. Drink
lots of water. Exercise. Manage
your stress. All of the tips that
physicians — and moms — give
year-round are also the kind of
advice you should heed before
hitting the skies. 

Snyder also advises all travel-
ers to wear their seat belts, listen
to flight attendants during the
safety briefing and read the safe-
ty card. He says that’s something
he does whenever he flies. 

“I probably irritate people by
pulling out the safety card every
time,” he says. But just as he goes
through a safety checklist when
he’s in the pilot seat, he says he
wants to make sure, as a passen-
ger, he’s ready and able to do
what he needs to do to stay safe.

travel@washpost.com

Silver is a writer based in Chicago. 
Find her on Twitter: @K8Silver.

Gesundflight
To stay healthy while flying, follow these tips from an aviation medicine specialist
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If you go
WHERE TO STAY
Hotel Sisimiut

Postboks 70, Aqqusinersuaq 86, Sisimiut

011-299-86-48-40

hotelsisimiut.com/en

Even if this wasn’t the first hotel you hit walking 
into Sisimiut from the Arctic Circle Trail, it’s the 
nicest lodging in town — local paintings and 
photography, modern design and excellent 
front desk staff. Rooms from about $240.

Hotel Somandshjemmet — Sisimiut 
Seamen’s home

GL-3911 Sisimiut

011-299-86-41-50

soemandshjem.gl/en

The IKEA-ish rooms at this hotel near the 
Sisimiut harbor feature photographs of the 
local scenery and wildlife. Rooms from about 
$174.

Hotel Kangerlussuaq

3910 Kangerlussuaq, Greenland

011-299-84-11-80

hotelkangerlussuaq.gl/?lang=en

The rooms in these former barracks are pretty 
basic, but its convenience — adjoining the 
Kangerlussuaq Airport — is worth it, especially 
since you’re probably only staying one night. 
Rooms from about $270.

Kangerlussuaq Youth Hostel

B-1756 3910 Kangerlussuaq

011-299-58-98-97

kangvandh.gl/en

Private rooms and bunks in a former NCO club 
a 25-minute walk or short shuttle ride from the 
Kangerlussuaq Airport. A bunk in a shared 
room starts at about $35. A private room for 
two (with a shared bathroom) starts at about 
$105.

WHERE TO EAT
Restaurant Nasaasaaq

Aqqusinersuaq 84, Sisimiut

011-299-86-47-00

hotelsisimiut.com/en/restaurant-2

Good food in a Greenlandic modern setting. 
Breakfast (included with Hotel Sisimiut stay or 
buffet from about $20), lunch (from about $17) 
and dinner (from about $20) daily; 
Greenlandic dinner buffet offered every 
Saturday night (about $43).

Hotel Somandshjemmet’s Cafeteria

GL-3911 Sisimiut

011-299-86-41-50

soemandshjem.gl/en

Order items from a standard menu — 
scrambled eggs, sandwiches, ribs — at this 
cafeteria or opt for the hearty, daily dinner 
special, which could be tuna casserole. Open 
daily from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. Items from about 
$12.

Pilersuisoq Supermarket

Across from the Kangerlussuaq Airport

011-299-84-16-48

aac.gl/pilersuisoq-supermarket

Since Kangerlussuaq restaurants are so 
overpriced, it’s best to grab food at the 
community’s grocery store. Open daily. Grocery 
prices are significantly higher than you’d expect 
to pay in a typical U.S. grocery store.

WHAT TO DO
Arctic Circle Trail

Kangerlussuaq to Sisimiut

011-299-34-28-20

visitgreenland.com/articles/hiking-the-arctic-
circle-trail

Hike 102 miles on Greenland’s verdant, ice-
free west coast. The well-marked trail itself is 
free to hike. There are no fees for tent sites, or 
to sleep in the huts along the route. However, 
there are no supplies or communities along 
the route, so remember to carry all the 
supplies you will need with you.

Nasaasaaq

The trailhead starts at the east end of Sisimiut; 
follow Aqqusinersuaq Road to its end and the 

trail starts.

sisimiutcity.com/item/palasip-qaqqaa

This 2,572-foot mountain overlooking Sisimiut 
and the Amerloq Fjord is a nice day hike after 
finishing the Arctic Circle Trail.

Palasip Qaqqaa

The trailhead is off Asummiunut Rd. near the 
Sisimiut Airport

sisimiutcity.com/item/asummiut-hike

A four-mile (round-trip) day hike from Sisimiut, 
climb up 1,785 feet for 360-degree views from 
the mountain’s summit, along with vistas down 
to the Sisimiut Airport.

Greenland Ice Sheet

11 miles from Kangerlussuaq Airport

011-299-841648

aac.gl/excursions

The western edge of the Greenland ice sheet is 
12 miles from the Kangerlussuaq Airport. 
There are organized tours there or you can 
take a taxi (or walk) on your own. Taxis and 
guided tours start at $100 a person.

Sugarloaf

An 800(ish)-foot tall hill, about six miles (one-
way) from Kangerlussuaq Airport, that you can 
climb for free views of the ice sheet.

INFORMATION
visitgreenland.com

D.M.

At the edge of an ice cap, incongruous options for sunbathing and swimming

Q uay Snyder flies more
than 130 times a year on
commercial flights. As
an aerospace medicine
specialist, pilot and

flight instructor, he feels perfect-
ly safe in the air. But after each
flight, to put his wife’s mind at
ease, he’ll call her to say he has
arrived without incident. “I joke
with my wife,” he says. “I give her
a call and I say: ‘I’m starting the
most dangerous part of my jour-
ney — I’m driving home.’ ”

His point: Commercial airline
travel is rarely dangerous. One
person has died in the U.S. on a
commercial airline in the past
nine years, compared with near-
ly 40,000 a year who die in
vehicle crashes in this country. 

Snyder’s job, in the field of
aviation medicine, is to help
people stay healthy while flying.
As president and CEO of Avia-
tion Medicine Advisory Service,
based in Centennial, Colo., he
assists pilots with health prob-
lems, advising them on how be to
in top condition while in the air
and on how to maintain their
FAA medical certification. He
also consults with professional
pilot and aviation safety organi-
zations on optimizing human
performance and enhancing
safety. He shared this advice for
travelers on how to make well-
ness a priority while flying. 

Separate fact from fiction
when it comes to contagion.
Snyder is quick to point out that
travelers are not more likely to
get sick on an airplane than they
are in other spaces. In fact, he
says, they may be less likely to
catch a virus. That’s because air
is exchanged more frequently on
the plane than it is in typical
offices and school buildings, and
filters on airplanes remove about
99 percent of germs from the air.
To catch a virus, he says, you
need to be sitting pretty close to
someone who is sick. “They real-
ly need to be within about one or
two rows of someone who is
actively coughing and not active-
ly suppressing that cough to be at
risk for respiratory transmis-
sion,” he says. “The risk is actual-
ly higher in the airport and even
in the lines or the jetway or the

DINA MISHEV

In Greenland, on the outside of one of the typically colorful houses in Sisimiut, an 
animal hide is strung up in a wooden stretching frame.


